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Greetings and welcome to Hemisphere Visual Cultures of the Americas, Vol. 14. This issue aims
to address the complex milieu of women and their roles in the production, consumption, and
interpretation of the arts of the Americas. We have compiled a group of outstanding essays that
explore the experience and impact of women in the visual cultures of the Western Hemisphere,
historically to the present.
It's been over a year since the publication of the last issue of Hemisphere, what was the first fully
online digital issue. The world has changed since Volume 13 of Hemisphere. The Covid
epidemic has taken thousands of lives and become a daily part of life in the United States. Work
and productivity are being reimagined and the labor force bears these burdens. Universities have
made huge changes to their classes and instruction methods, and here in New Mexico we have
more undergraduate students than ever. Students too have had to adapt to these changes, and it
has never been clearer in academia that we are all in uncharted waters in a new era.
When our call for papers went out last winter, we could not have known that the following June
the Supreme Court would overturn Roe v. Wade. This loss reinforces the incredible need to
highlight the significant role of women, women’s rights over bodily autonomy, and to establish
women as equal contributors to our histories, past, present, and future. Hemisphere challenges
existing historical narratives and explores the roles of marginalized contributors to visual culture
in the Americas. Our authors rise to this challenge, and we proudly present Volume 14 of
Hemisphere as a platform for this endeavor.
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The Holder and the Holdings:
Identity Dynamics and Tobacco Consumption in Juan Rodríguez Juárez’s Dama con
rebozo (ca. 1720)
MARÍA CARRILLO MARQUINA
TULANE UNIVERSITY
Around 1720, Novohispanic artist, Juan Rodríguez Juárez (1675–1728) completed the painting
known as, Dama con rebozo, a mid-sized work measuring 42.5 inches by 28.7 inches, depicting
a young woman in a three-quarters view who balances a small golden vessel between her fingers
(Figure 1). The woman wears a blue and red-hued rebozo (shawl) that covers her blouse, whose
elaborate lace sleeves are visible. Her hair is hidden by an ornamented headwrap covered in
floral patterns woven in white or silver thread. A singular pearl earring peeks out of the
headwrap’s edge and matches the pearl necklace that the woman wears. Gazing downward, she
also directs the viewer to glance at her hands, between which rests a small container with an
open lid. The young woman delicately holds this box open by pinching the bottom of the vessel
with her left hand while her right hand reaches for its contents. She gingerly clasps the small
vessel as if to pique the viewer’s interest. The minute vessel is a caja de rapé (snuffbox) that
would have held stimulating powdered tobacco usually reserved for consumption during festival
rituals.

Figure 1: Juan Rodríguez Juárez, Dama con rebozo, ca. 1720, oil on canvas, 42.5 x 28.7 in. (108 x 73 cm).
Image courtesy of Museo Nacional de Historia, Mexico City, Mexico.

Drawing on layered material histories, this essay considers Rodríguez Juárez’s oil painting to
interrogate the representation of its main figure and the tobacco container she holds in relation to
the gendered and social object histories of colonial Mexico. At its very essence, Dama con
rebozo reveals a complex story of globalism, commodity exchange, and invisible labor. The
following analysis is organized into two sections: the first focuses on the lady, the ‘holder’ of the
snuffbox, and the second on the suggested ‘holdings’ contained in the small recipient to consider
the interconnections that exist between the dynamics of identity, tobacco consumption and
production, and gendered labor in eighteenth-century New Spain.
By locating Dama con rebozo within the classification of an “ethnographic portrait”—rather than
a depiction of a specific individual—the work can be situated as a portrayal of a Creole woman,
which furthers discussions of geography and gender in relation to tobacco production and
consumption. 1 Following this reclassification of the overall image and positioning it in relation
to the genre of Casta paintings, the essay turns to the represented snuffbox and the (invisible)
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snuff as a springboard to consider the reach of tobacco’s commodity networks. By utilizing a
material cultural approach to contribute to extant research on materiality, identity, and trading
networks, this paper outlines how these elements shift in meaning within different temporal and
geographical parameters in Viceregal Mexico. 2

Figure 2: Juan Rodríguez Juárez, (Detail) Dama con rebozo, ca. 1720, oil on canvas, 42.5 x 28.7 in. (108 x 73
cm). Image courtesy of Museo Nacional de Historia, Mexico City, Mexico.

Most conversations about Dama con rebozo revolve around the identification of the source of the
miniaturized matrimonial scene on the lid of the box. Art historian, Jaime Cuadriello has
identified said representation to be a simplified version of Rodríguez Juárez’s oil painting titled,
Indian Wedding (ca. 1720) (Figure 2). 3 When compared side by side, the similarities, although
simplified in the portrait, are apparent. In Indian Wedding, the bride and groom, flanked by their
Spanish padrinos (godfathers), stand on the left side of the canvas while community members
engage in celebration in the background. As Cuadriello and curator Ilona Katzew have argued,
Rodríguez Juárez’s Indian Wedding depicts the social and festive nature of holy matrimony––
one that presents a moment of identity negotiation and Catholic influence, and where the
background of the work presents a snapshot of alleged racial and multiethnic intermingling and
carnival; the image presents a fantasy of convivencia (peaceful coexistence).

Figure 3: Juan Rodríguez Juárez, Indian Wedding, ca. 1720, oil on canvas, 40 x 57 in. (100 x 145 cm). Image
courtesy of a Private Collection, Yucatán, Mexico.

Rodríguez Juárez simplifies and minimizes the depiction of the Indian Wedding on the
snuffbox’s lid to only include key elements: an Indigenous couple, their padrinos, and two
figures engaged in dance. As literary critic, Susan Stewart has argued in her discussion on
miniatures, it is this intentional process of choosing—what is and what is not included—that
points to a miniature’s constructed nature. 4 Just as there is an interiority shown through presence
within a miniature matrimonial scene, there is also an outside, an exterior, that is reflected
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through absence. Akin to the snuffbox’s interior scene, the core narratives of invisible labor,
commodity exchange, and globalism enveloped in Dama con Rebozo are easily overlooked.
The Holder and the Complexities of “Portraiture”
While the figure represented in this work has no specific name attached, her dress, accessories,
and facial attributes clue us into her social and racial identity—underscoring the complexity of
these categories in both legal terms and the lived realities in Viceregal Mexico. This seemingly
simple rendering of a colonial Mexican woman demonstrates the intricacies, nuances, and often
muddy conventions of eighteenth-century conceptions of race. The ananlysis that follows offers
one approach to challenge and help understand such racial dynamics as conveyed in Dama con
rebozo.
On the Iberian Peninsula and in the Spanish Americas, the recognition of hierarchical
stratifications based on hereditary status formed an important part of social ideologies. The
seductive idea that racial categorizations or castes could be easily and neatly organized does not
acknowledge the intricacies of mixtures nor the late medieval origins of the concept, limpieza de
sangre (purity of blood) targeting Jews and Muslims in Iberia. The deployment of this concept
on the Iberian Peninsula was later attempted in the Spanish Americas, although not without its
complications. Race, classification, and lineage influenced by the Iberian rhetoric of purity
resulted in fluid and ambiguous legal categories in the viceregal context that shifted from one
generation to another or even within a person’s own lifetime. Upper-class individuals in New
Spain employed such a racialized hierarchy to distinguish themselves from the rest of colonial
society. These strategies are revealed primarily in the material choices made and adopted by the
criollo (Creole) population.
While the origins of the word criollo are unclear, one of the first uses of the term in the Americas
can be traced to Puebla de los Ángeles, where it referred to enslaved people and livestock born in
the Spanish Americas. 5 By the second half of the sixteenth century, this word held an association
with Black enslaved people of the lower half of the social hierarchy; yet it had also expanded to
include the descendants of Spaniards, who were born or raised in the Spanish Americas. Thus,
the social and political climate was laid for the rise of a uniquely defined Creole identity attached
to a sense of national consciousness that, over time, developed in Novohispanic society—what
has been usually termed criollismo.
This distinct Creole sense of pride and identity, however, did not, as the late historian, María
Elena Martínez noted, “erode their sense of being part of a broader community of Spaniards.” 6
While concepts of race in New Spain varied and had different societal implications due to their
geographical, political, and social divergences, the emphasis on entrenching or withholding a
notion of purity of blood was deeply integrated within colonial society and its customs. Taking
these notions into consideration, I demonstrate the complexities entailed in the process of
classifying the figure in Rodríguez Juárez’s Dama con Rebozo, based on New Spanish
portraiture conventions, agriculturally based commodity systems, and social marital customs.
The genealogy of the American (New Spanish) landscape exposes the entanglements
surrounding criollismo.
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In Rodríguez Juárez’s Dama con Rebozo, the woman fills three-quarters of the space, which is
shrouded by a vast and darkened emptiness on all sides. Lavishly dressed in lively red, white,
and blue textiles, she only exposes her face, wrists, and hands. The juxtaposition of light and
dark provided by the opaque background emphasizes her limbs. Bordering and softening the
garments, a wispy red hue imbues the woman with depth and dimensionality, despite the static
backdrop of the oil painting. Alternatively, the soft “warm” color might also suggest that the
woman could have been a live model. The rosy hue disseminating from the body indicates the
artist’s desire to render the skin of the woman as fleshly and alive.
The woman’s identity is not explicitly revealed to viewers through a textual inscription, sartorial
choices, nor the snuffbox that enthralls her. In fact, she cannot be traced to a known or
identifiable person that lived during the late seventeenth- or early eighteenth century. I classify
Dama con rebozo as an ethnographic portrait or representation that demonstrates how a young
criolla operated as a social body. 7 Employed by scholars, such as Claire Fargo, Rebecca ParkerBrienen, and Stephanie Leitch, the term ‘ethnographic portrait’ refers to a process of creating
visual representations of people that operate within an established framework of racial hierarchy
seen in oral, textual, and visual sources. 8 These scholars’ work on early modern prints
demonstrates how ethnographic information is filtered, characterized, and categorized in colonial
discourse. In the case of Rodríguez Juárez’s painting, the representation of the female body
becomes one that is assessed, classified, and inscribed within colonial Mexico’s hierarchy of
social meanings and values. Corporeal differentiation revealed through the woman’s clothing,
textile accessories, and physiognomic attributes situate Dama con rebozo in relation to certain
cultural and racial designations of the time, such as castas, and thus presents the question: who
gets to be represented as an individual within the historical record?
Despite being commonly understood as unrelated modes of secular art, similarities between New
Spanish portraiture and ethnographic works convey parallel ideas of colonial elite and non-elite
statuses through their sense of order. According to art historian, Michael Brown, there existed
two categories of New Spanish portraiture: corporate portraits, which captured those who held
political and religious positions of hierarchical power; and civic portraits, which documented
important individual elites and their families. The depiction of political leaders in conjunction
with religious heads or officials remained a popular form of portraiture until the eighteenth
century. The inclusion of biographical inscriptions and heraldic shields announcing the
genealogy, title, and social status of the sitter were also prominent attributes in colonial and
peninsular Spanish portraiture.
Women, in contrast, featured in images as holding elite status—either in secular or religious
spheres—appear with less frequency compared to their male counterparts. Dama con rebozo
does not include the characteristic features of corporate or civic portraits, making it clear that this
work lies outside of this tradition of colonial portraiture. Here, the sitter neither represents a
known model nor retains political or religious position of power based on visual identifiers. We
must consider the visual instances where non-elite social bodies are rendered anonymously. In
novohispanic portraiture, along with an effort to present the sitters’ individuality alongside their
personal histories, it was also common to represent members outside elite spaces––those
relegated as ‘Others’––in formats that classify them in collective terms.
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Ethnographic works emerged in Europe during the sixteenth century, typically included in
illustrated manuscripts and maps depicting different cultural types based on costume and
attributes of physiognomy. 9 As succinctly defined by Leitch, ethnography functioned as a
“method of investigation characterized by comparisons, classification, and historical lineage.” 10
As the genre grew, these representations also featured typical plants, animals, landscapes, and
activities associated with peoples and regions around the world, and were interpreted as objective
and scientific forms of research. As previously discussed by scholars such as Mary Louise Pratt
and Peter Hulme, descriptions alongside representations of non-Europeans with flora and fauna
promoted European imperialism and colonizing endeavors. 11 Functioning as a form of
amusement, for scientific knowledge circulation, or to quell European audiences’ anxieties about
racial mixing, these representations circulated broadly in painted and printed forms. The viewers
of such images accepted them as empirical.
Rodríguez Juárez’s Dama con Rebozo closely corresponds to cuadros de castas or casta
paintings, a mode of representation that depicts a visual catalog of different parents and their
offspring, a genre that is closely tied to ethnographic representations. 12 Arranged as a series of
vignettes, casta categories placed people into legible, equal sections that resemble an
anthropological chart presenting men, women, and their children in a hierarchical order
organized by their proportion of Spanish blood. The inclusion of an inscription with every group
draws the viewer’s attention to the pertinent labeling information, which consists of terms like
negro, mulatto, and mestizo. 13 A format familiar to European and elite novohispanic viewers, the
castas’ fixed familial triad serves to organize and schematize imagined groupings. Rodríguez
Juárez was already creating casta paintings when he completed Dama con rebozo, thus this
organizational format would have been familiar and could have provided a pictorial framework
for completing said ethnographic portrait. 14
In Rodríguez Juárez’s painting, the mode of exhibiting difference through similarities functions
in the same way albeit on a larger scale. Dama con rebozo does not exactly follow the formula of
casta paintings, however, precedents for crafting individual portrayals of specific castas have
been recognized by scholar, María Concepción García Sáiz. She identified a member of the
Arellano family, Manuel, who produced in 1711 two separate but complementary portrayals of a
mulatto man and woman, one of the earliest known sets of casta paintings. 15 Arellano was
known to have been in contact with Rodríguez Juárez. In fact, Katzew asserts that Rodríguez
Juárez modeled many of his figures after those of Arellano. 16 This is particularly palpable in his
figural modeling and exploration of the body as a site for specifying customs and physiognomy.
Arellano’s 1711 set consists of only four identified oil works that operate as pairs: Design of a
Mulatta, Design of a Mulatto (now missing) 17, Design of a Chichimeca, and Design of a
Chichimeco. Focused on presenting individual racial types, these works seem to have served as
the impetus for the later development of castas. Arellano’s figures in a three-quarter position are
naturalistically and dynamically rendered: the woman holds a regional bird and the man a bow
and arrow. The use of the word diceño [sic], or Spanish for “design,” directly indicates that this
is a constructed diagram or rendition of the physiognomic and sartorial (or in this work the lack
of) attributes that a Chichimeco would don. 18 While the background cannot be attributed to a
specific location, it is evident that they are situated outdoors. The Indigenous man stands holding
tools and is scantily clad, while the woman balances her son in one hand and holds a perched
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bird on her other forearm. Again, while spread out across two canvases, when read in tandem the
grouping of a nuclear family comes to the forefront with this particular case depicting Arellano’s
interpretation of a Chichimeco familial unit.
Notably, all four works contain inscriptions on the top left or right corners of the canvases,
situating the figures racially and geographically for the viewer. This mode of textual
identification is an important element included in many casta works, and significantly, an
attribute that is missing from Dama con rebozo. Nonetheless, Dama con rebozo follows the
visual arrangement of Arellano’s works with the exception that the image lacks a legible
background. Employing a blank or neutral background allows for an image to transcend shifts in
time and space and provides a visual solution to one of the challenges of genre painting. Here,
the woman serves as a stand-in for a fictional social type where other women can easily be
substituted.
As previously mentioned, this is similar to ethnographic representations––Arellano’s pendants of
an Indigenous couple are read in tandem with the Mulatto couple to achieve difference through
the comparison of similarities. For instance, the Indigenous woman and man in their standalone
portrayals mimic each other, functioning as a pair. The two separate but complementary panels
compose a familial grouping across space, completing the typical organizational structure seen in
standard castas. This precedent points to the possibility that Dama con rebozo originally could
have a matching portrait or pendant of a man; however, one is yet to be located or identified.
There is a strong possibility that Dama con rebozo’s companion piece would also include the
figure of an offspring, suggestively completing a familial union.
Analyzing Dama con rebozo in relation to casta paintings, the correlations between the two
types of representations Rodríguez Juárez produced become evident. Dama con rebozo depicts
the half-figure of a woman in a shallow space, a pictorial arrangement not only emblematic of
New Spanish portraiture conventions, but also a technique repeated in the aforementioned casta
sets. In lieu of the familial triad, Rodríguez Juárez constructed this solitary work to serve as an
introductory panel or a bookend between casta series. In this stand-alone painting, the woman’s
facial features, textiles, and snuffbox are the only markers of identity, social class, and
positionality available to the viewer. While today the complexities of the women’s identity are
difficult to parse through, it is worth noting that contemporary viewers of the time might have
easily understood these visual cues.
Even if not belonging directly to the casta painting genre, Rodríguez Juárez’s Dama con rebozo
repeats characteristics of ethnographic representations seen in his other two casta sets. These are
especially evident in the depiction of the model’s visage––one that closely echoes that of the
Virgin Mary. 19 Colonial painters drew inspiration from different print sources and combined
compositional elements and subject matter to create new images. The recalling of the Virgin
Mary’s facial features provides an example of Rodríguez Juárez’s use of certain compositional
models in religious and non-religious works. The lady’s indirect gaze and the sartorial choices
aid in identifying the portrayed figure as an Española (Spanish) woman. In the Spanish colonial
world, the term Española was used to refer to women born in Spain, as well as those who were
descendants of Spaniards born in the Americas. In what follows, I suggest that Dama con rebozo
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allows us to interrogate the implications of textile and commodity attributes as contributing to
the creation of identity.

Figure 4: Attributed to Rodríguez Juárez, De Castizo y Española, produce Español (Castizo and Spaniard
produce a Spaniard), about 1725, oil on canvas, 31 x 41 in. (80.7 x 105.4 cm), Image courtesy of the Breamore
House, Hampshire, England.

In Dama con Rebozo, the young woman slightly tilts her head downward. The three-quarter
presentation of her face highlights the beauty and technical craftsmanship of her pañuelo de
cabeza 20 (headscarf) that might have been obscured if the portrait was rendered in a frontal
perspective. These facial features are often repeated in Rodríguez Juárez’s other casta works that
depict women. Consider, for example, in Rodríguez Juárez’s 1725 set, the work De Castizo, y
Española produce Español (Castizo and Spaniard produce a Spaniard) (about 1725), which
demonstrates a striking resemblance to Dama con rebozo (Figure 3). A mother, father, and child
appear in an inverted triangular formation. The offspring tugs on his father’s sleeve while the
mother caresses the child’s head and shoulder. Like the woman in Dama con rebozo, the
mother’s face is tilted in a three-quarter view. Her garments include a similarly bright red
headdress with floral patterning and a rebozo that covers her entire blouse only revealing the
white flowing sleeves underneath. Both women’s facial features are posed in a downward
glance, intently gazing at their hands, drawing the viewer’s attention directly to them. While one
woman lovingly holds her child, the other gingerly pinches the sides of a snuffbox.
Rodríguez Juárez makes sartorial choices that clue the viewer into the figures’ social standing
and proposed hierarchy within the colonial world. In Dama con rebozo, the woman’s body,
encased in beautifully elaborate textiles, seamlessly joins her in relation to these popular market
goods. The conflation of the two is a powerful allegory that reflects associations of New Spain
and of the expected performance of criolla racial identity. Bundled in various textiles and
accessories, the garments themselves carry out the labor of situating the figure in relation to ideas
of racialized and classed based categories without the need for textual description.
In Dama con rebozo, the woman wears a blue and red toned rebozo that covers the cloth of her
blouse, permitting only the intricate workings of her lace sleeves to poke through. The pattern
and coloring of the wrap are indicative of the ikat or resist method of dying, whose threads are
then woven together. This rebozo utilizes a repetitive patterning of blue lines of varying
thickness interspersed with woven red diamonds that break up the space. It is elegantly draped
around the woman’s shoulders so that one end dangles lazily across her right shoulder. The
folded and crinkled edge of the textile lies as if the woman had just adjusted the garment on her
back. Art historian, Sandoval Villegas notes that the represented rebozo does not follow the
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common design conventions of the time; rather the typical construction of a shawl features
longitudinal stripes of alternating colors culminating in a fringed end. 21 While the directionality
of the rebozo’s stripes does not help to fix the women’s identity, it does however point to the
artist’s consistent manipulation of textiles in his works.
In the latter work, the paño that Rodríguez Juárez’s lady wears is yet another example of a highly
ornamented cloth. The rhythm of the geometric lines, as they intersect with floral motifs displays
a clear pattern. The headscarf seems to have another similar fabric pinned on top of the textile.
Notably, the headscarf in Dama con rebozo and in the casta painting are most likely a
representation of brocade work, not embroidery, for the designs of embroidery tend not to
repeat. 22 The addition of gold or silver threads to textiles or imported fabrics elevated certain
garments, which was a common practice seen amongst Mexican aristocracy and the elites of
New Spain. Gustavo Curiel even states that, “no woman of the Mexican aristocracy would ever
be seen in public without her fine silks embroidered in gold and silver, garnished with several
lengths of Flemish lace and lavishly adorned with pearls and diamonds,” referring to the status
associated with specific woven textiles. 23 However, the use of rebozos and pañuelos de cabeza
was not relegated to a certain socioeconomic group in colonial Mexico. Rather, the practice of
women covering their hair stems from the history of Catholic modesty practices to cover their
heads when entering a church. 24 Just like the conventions of race, colonial dress alone cannot
entirely outline social differences—while certain garments contained specific markers of upperclass status, namely the quality of the fabrics and finishes, they cannot be neatly organized
according to specific castas.
Nevertheless, sartorial markers can aid in classifying the figure in Dama con rebozo as Creole.
For example, the woman’s pañuelo is repeated, with slight alterations, in other “types” of women
seen in Rodríguez Juárez’s casta sets. In his 1715 and 1725 casta sets, women frequently appear
with differing kinds of head coverings while others were depicted with their hair exposed. 25 The
work De Castizo y Española, produce Español renders the “Spanish” mother with a red
decorative headpiece that most similarly mimics the one in Dama con rebozo.
Dress also serves as a corroboration of the cultural ideals and status embedded in the casta
taxonomy. A singular pearl earring peeks out of the edges of the headwrap and complements the
matching necklace that the woman dons. According to contemporary writers, pearls were so
abundant in New Spain that they were no longer indicators of wealth, status, or aristocracy, but
instead, served as a material indicator to a connection with the land. Agustín de Vetancurt’s 1698
Teatro Mexicano, for instance, outlines the grandeur of Mexico where he states, “even the
poorest woman wears pearls and other jewels assembled for her.” 26 Thus, their increasing
popularity in adornment also served as a rhetorical device to communicate “New World” origins.
In Dama con Rebozo, the inclusion of a pearl earring does not aid in marking the figure’s race or
social standing, and in fact, most women in Rodríguez Juarez’s casta wear fashionable earrings.
Thus, this demonstrates an identifier of the figure’s American (New Spanish) origins.
Within novohispanic society, of course, taking cues of identity through dress exclusively did not
accurately aid in classifying the racial diversity or the social standing of a specific woman, such
as the one depicted in Dama con Rebozo. The boundaries of fixed racial categories that casta and
ethnographic paintings present need to be then juxtaposed against the actual happenings in New
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Spain. Art historian Mia Bagneris speaks to this notion, noting that the boundaries of Spanish
colonial socio-racial hierarchies were “more fluid than fixed.” 27 In fact, Spaniards felt that
Indigenous blood was unblemished by “inferior” blood and hence was fundamentally a pure
blood, following the rationale of raza. 28 Following this logic, marriages between Spanish men
and Indigenous women that produced mestizo offspring resulted in blood that was diluted but not
tainted. Furthermore, it was assumed that a parental combination resulting in a Castizo child
would be, by the third generation and union of a Castizo and Spaniard, returned to pure Spanish
blood.
In the aforementioned casta painting, too, the union between a Spanish woman and a Castizo
man results in a Spanish child, as explicitly noted by the accompanying inscription, “produce
Español” (produces a Spanish child) (Figure 3). Historian, Rebecca Earle speaks to this ability to
shift within racial classifications in colonial Ibero-America and the Caribbean as ones tied to skin
color, wealth, and often dress. Earle notes that the ability of “racial self-classification” based in
part through sartorial choices was, “complemented in the Hispanic world by a complex legal
system which allowed individuals to change their race through the acquisition of legal
documents confirming the desired racial identity.” 29 Thus, we see a convoluting of identity that
then becomes difficult to parse; the woman in Dama con Rebozo demonstrates the instability and
fluidity of race and of racial representation.
Through a constellation of sartorial, corporeal, and physiognomic features the young woman
depicted in Dama con rebozo demonstrates the intricacies of how the racial identity of a Spanish
woman functioned within colonial Mexican society. Drawing from conventions in ethnographic
portraits, the depiction of a young woman in this work utilizes elements from casta paintings
authenticating colonial Spanish obsessions with social order and racial organization. Rodríguez
Juárez achieves this messaging through textile choices that clue the viewer into her social
standing and alleged hierarchy within the colonial world. Thus, through comparative analysis of
New Spanish portraiture conventions, ethnographic types or portraits, and casta works, her
identity most closely aligns with that of an Española from New Spain or a criolla, who are often
also called blancos criollos (Creole Whites). However, Dama con rebozo’s associations with the
production of tobacco and its commodity circulation can shift these conventions to demonstrate
the nuances in classifying, assessing, and prescribing racial identity in Novohispanic society.
The Holdings: A Cajita de Rapé and its Implications
The woman’s attention captured by the small snuffbox does not reveal her attitudes toward the
container, rather she remains expressionless. Her fingers lightly hover above the container and
the ghosting of previous sketches reveal the rigor with which Rodríguez Juárez wanted to capture
this mid-movement gesture as a static snapshot. What is the significance of the inclusion of
pulverized tobacco leaves within the cajita de rapé, and how does the woman’s identity shift in
relation to her proximity and handling of snuff?
To understand how this herb’s history of commoditization is intricately enmeshed with racial
conventions, it is essential to consider the inclusion of tobacco products as a focal point that are
repeated in Rodríguez Juárez’s 1715 and 1725 casta sets. Through a quick comparison, the two
sets show striking resemblances strongly suggesting that Rodríguez Juárez copied the later 1725
set directly from his first one. These two series present individuals of different socio-racial
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groups enjoying tobacco as both a cigarette and snuff. While only a couple of the 1715 panels
survive, there are additional instances where tobacco is depicted and later repeated in the
complete 1725 version: De Español y Negra, Mulatto (From Spanish to Black Woman, Mulatto),
De Mulatto y Mestiza, produce mulatto torna atras (From Mulatto to Mestiza, produce Mulatto)
and notably the aforementioned work De Castizo y Española produce Español, which does not
have a surviving 1715 version. When considering the larger panel format that can only be
understood with the completed 1725 set, a moment of contrast becomes clear.
In Rodríguez Juárez’s 1725 set, the work De Castizo y Española produce Español and the third
panel within the set, repeats the emphasis of tobacco consumption (Figure 3). In this instance, we
are guided to the women’s child who grasps his father’s cloak prompting us to complete the
triangular composition. A lit cigarette dangles from the slightly ajar lips of the father figure
producing a wispy puff of smoke that drifts towards the woman. Instead of displaying an active
moment of a pinch, Rodríguez Juárez shows a different mode of popular tobacco consumption:
cigarette smoking.

Figure 5: Attributed to Rodríguez Juárez, De Mulatto y Mestiza, produce mulatto torna atras (From Spanish to
Black Woman, Mulatto), about 1725, oil on canvas, 31 x 41 in. (80.7 x 105.4 cm), Breamore House, Hampshire,
England.

In the seventh panel, De Mulatto y Mestiza, produce mulatto torna atras (about 1725), the
figures are propelled outdoors, and feature the first portrayal of a snuffbox within the sets (Figure
4). The woman grasps the hand of her daughter who wears similar attire: an ornamented head
covering, a flowing dress, and a necklace with matching earrings. The Mulatto father, on the
other hand, stares intently out to the viewer with his left hand cradling a circular snuffbox and his
right hovering right above it with his thumb and pointer finger poised in the pinching position.
While we do not see the aftermath of the man placing the loose snuff to his nostrils, this snapshot
encapsulates an active moment of daily life. Within the same casta set, Rodríguez Juárez
demonstrates that the pleasures of tobacco consumption, whether that be in the mode of snuff or
cigarettes, were enjoyed by varying members of New Spain; thus, they were not necessarily
limited to those of Spanish origin but encapsulated a larger criollo identity. 30
Notably, despite all the examples of tobacco consumption within castas, women are never
depicted as the consumers of this substance. The inclusion of a woman about to ingest snuff in
Dama con rebozo is an odd combination that could point to the blurring and complexities of
racial categories or can demonstrate an understanding of criolla women in the same vein as
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tobacco: an inherently American product. In all, Dama con rebozo and the aforementioned casta
works provide brief examples that demonstrate the consistency of portraying figures in relation
to tobacco consumption, whether it be through the direct signaling of tobacco snuff or through
the proximity of cigarette inhalation.
The Roots of Tobacco’s Commoditization
Turning to the beginnings of the transatlantic nature and global reach of Spain’s tobacco
monopoly in the eighteenth century helps to contextualize the presence and significance of
tobacco and thereby fully understand the implications the popularization, dispersion, and
commoditization of this plant.
Although impossible to glean its exact type from the visual representation, the snuff suggested
by Dama con rebozo could belong to one of the two known tobacco species found and cultivated
in Andean South America and later spreading to the Central Mexican highlands, nicotiana
tabacum or nicotiana rustica. 31 Many Indigenous communities in Southern Mexico, such as the
Tzotzil and Tzetlal Maya communities, are known for their consumption of tobacco in the form
of snuff, and their use of nicotiana has been and continues to be an important element of
individual and sacred rituals. Deriving from Mesoamerican ritual and medicinal practices,
tobacco became a widely cultivated, ingested, and traded commodity in the Americas initially
marked with associations to idolatry and otherness.
Tobacco’s spread across the Atlantic followed an expanding variety of social customs and
cultural connections. The leaf was first encountered by Europeans in the late fifteenth-century
Caribbean, where Indigenous people consumed tobacco in a variety of methods: smoking,
sniffing, and chewing it. As colonial Mexico grew in the sixteenth century, so did the practices
of consuming tobacco both locally and across the Atlantic. The herb, however, did not claim its
beginnings as a commoditized good until the seventeenth century. Historian Laura Náter dates
the emergence of tobacco as a Spanish product and its export to Europe to at least 1558, noting
that the commercialization of tobacco appeared around the beginning of the seventeenth century
in Lisbon, Seville, and Amsterdam. 32
While periodically emerging throughout Europe, tobacco usage was generally siloed to the
Spanish Americas, whose long distance and transatlantic adoption did not spur until around the
1590s. This was due to the introduction and influence of wealthy merchants and clergy members,
whose routine transatlantic travel allowed for personal exposure and consumption of the plant.
Oscillating between both the Iberian Peninsula and the Spanish Americas with such high
frequencies, these two groups shared, as historian Marcy Norton notes that the, “common
experience of the ocean–in the New World immersed in the thoroughly mestizo culture of
Creoles, which they could not and did not completely leave behind when they returned to the Old
World.” 33 This inherently criollo understanding of self-identity was key to the adoption of the
leaf in Europe and is further emphasized by their personal usage of tobacco rather than the
exportation of the herb with an entrepreneurial agenda, as shown by Norton’s analysis of import
records. While this reveals only a minor step towards tobacco’s adoption as a major commodity
in the late sixteenth century, it does, however, undergird nicotiana’s role within Creole identity
formation in the colonial Spanish Americas, as it was understood there and abroad.
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New Spanish factories solely dedicated to the production of tobacco products did not arise until
the mid-eighteenth century. 34 Rather, the Spanish Crown established two main centers: Seville as
the distribution and export center, and Cuba as the main raw material supplier. Snuff, a popular
method to consume tobacco, was produced in the Seville factory and was the only type of
powder that was allowed to be sold in the Indies. Despite the different strains of tobacco
available for cultivation, Cuban tobacco was harvested to produce cigarettes and snuff, quickly
becoming favored for its flavor, higher price point, and prestige by European consumers, rivaled
only by Virginian tobacco. 35 Brazilian tobacco or “Brazil leaf”, consumed primarily by chewing,
was the only exception to this monopoly. However, due to the high prices established by the
monopolies of both the Spanish and Portuguese Crowns, black markets became another means of
purchasing the popular herb. In fact, the Portuguese Crown becoming increasingly concerned
about illicit production established regional superintendents to investigate contraband that even
resulted in the searching of monasteries, convents, and elite households. 36
This industry was co-opted as a formal imperial trade business in 1636 by the Hapsburgs and
quickly grew as a state monopoly from 1717–1783 throughout colonial Latin America, although
the specifics of the interworking of the organizational and administrative structure would vary on
the local and state level. In Mexico, the Spanish empire gradually took over all the components
of the domestic tobacco trade, including the purchasing of tobacco leaves, the production of
puros (cigars) and cigarros (cigarettes) in state-managed manufactories, and the promotion of
tobacco products in government-licensed stores throughout the colonies. 37 By the 1790s, the
tobacco monopoly (along with silver mining and textile production) was one of the largest
organized industries in New Spain, employing nearly 20,000 people.
Tobacco revenues, which accounted for nearly one-fifth of total state revenues at the height of
cigarette and cigar production, were second only to the silver tithe as the most important source
of government revenue and distributed in six-state managed factories, one of those located in
Mexico City. Dama con rebozo, while painted in the earlier years of the eighteenth century,
references this blossoming commercial enterprise and even foreshadows the future
mechanization, production, and marketing of the tobacco industry in colonial Mexico. Dama con
rebozo recasts a highly organized and lucrative state-sponsored commodity as a leisurely act of
individual consumption.
Forms of Tobacco Consumption
Despite its varied forms, tobacco in its powder and cigarette forms quickly became the most
popular modes of ingestion in Europe. The consumption of cigars and cigarettes was the most
widespread habit enjoyed by all members of the Spanish colonial society. However, snuff was
never produced as a single commodity due to its low profitability in Mexico both in local and
exported consumption but was sold in tandem with cigars and cigarettes. Due to the small
production, export, and high cost of both rapé (snuff) and tabaco de polvo (powdered tobacco),
these kinds of tobacco were enjoyed by elite members of colonial society both locally and
abroad. 38
In sixteenth-century Spain, powdered tobacco was moistened with orange flower water to
enhance its flavor profile, but that was later abandoned in the following century as the natural
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aroma of the tobacco leaf became favored. 39 The preparation method of incorporating additives
could have been adopted from the Indigenous methods of snuff preparation as previously
mentioned. Drawing influence from France, snuff, a form of powdered tobacco comprised of
coarser leaves, quickly replaced powder as the more fashionable mode of tobacco ingestion in
Europe by the eighteenth century. 40 However, in the Americas preference laid in smoking
tobacco. The seventeenth century is marked by the growing popularity of tobacco usage,
specifically through the avenue of smoking, due to expanding global networks and affordability
of the herb, which allowed for members of all socioeconomic classes to enjoy this vice. Despite
the differing modes of nicotiana ingestion, it was largely known that American leaves were
preferred, even though tobacco production’s worldwide spread to places such as Europe, Africa,
and Asia, and specifically, most favored were those from Spanish and Portuguese colonies.
To distinguish themselves from the everyday and lowbrow convention of smoking tobacco,
European aristocrats preferred inhaling snuff. While this type of tobacco consumption allowed
for class distinction, it also served the practical purpose of avoiding the “egregious indecency of
expelling smoke through the nose or mouth,” circumventing the scent sticking to one’s clothes. 41
In fact, taking snuff formed part of the eighteenth- and early nineteenth centuries’ customs and
fashions in courtly environments. A snuffbox would typically hold a day’s ration of tobacco and
carrying such an object on your person was seen as a fashionable practice. Young elite women
would inhale small amounts of snuff that would cause them to sneeze and then “discreetly cover
their noses with ornately embroidered handkerchiefs trimmed with imported lace from Flanders
or Lorraine” to further display their lavish textiles and draw attention to themselves. 42
Other forms of tobacco consumption included smoking cigarillos or thin cigarettes made of
rolled rice paper and stored in elegant metal cases. Women would use silver pincettes to keep
their fingers clear of nicotine stains, and often essential oils would be disseminated within rooms
to mask burnt tobacco odor. Thus, by opting for snuff consumption, women retained both the
status marker of consuming the herb but were devoid of any foul odors. To contain the precious
product, these small boxes became themselves jewels. Constructed out of gold, porcelain, or
inlaid stones, most containers were embellished with fine and delicate decoration. These types of
pieces, due to their high value, were often used as diplomatic gifts. In Rodríguez Juárez’
painting, the snuffbox retains its status as a luxury object holding a precious commodity.
Conversely, the designation of its affluent status works to erase all notions of labor in the
cultivation process of tobacco and their subsequent manufacture for the market.
Labor and Gender within the Tobacco Industry
Women and commodities—in this case, tobacco—were framed as American (New Spanish)
products in early modern ethnographic images such as Dama con Rebozo, where the inclusion of
such American products demonstrated a larger discourse of the wealth that these Spanish
colonies could produce. Their incorporation within ethnographic works, thus, shifts from
functioning as a representation of a specific social hierarchical status or ethnicity indicator,
serving as a rhetorical tool to speak about “New World” origins. Thus, in what follows I discuss
the connection between a female laboring body and the mechanics of tobacco’s production
processes to demonstrate this tie between labor and commoditization.
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When touching on the notion of labor, it is necessary to understand how the human body
functioned within the tobacco industry in colonial Mexico—both as a working and gendered one.
For women in the colonial period, there were many professions dedicated exclusively to them.
Mostly working in the food or textile sectors, women could hold a bevy of job titles such as
candy makers, bakers, innkeepers, cooks, chocolate vendors, threaders, weavers, and
seamstresses. Especially seen in larger cities such as Mexico City, Puebla, Guadalajara, and
Querétaro, three main industrial categories arose: talleres caseros (domestic or home
workshops), private workshops, and factories. 43 Talleres caseros, one of the oldest industrial
models, presented women with a space to negotiate their agency and power. By working at
home, women could engage in childcare while simultaneously focusing attention on their work.
Additionally, this communal environment granted their offspring the opportunity to observe their
guardians, and by extension learn the trade that awaited them in years to come. In domestic
workshops, the value of strong familial ties is demonstrated through their organization.
Occupying only a section of the home, the chosen industry would incorporate all or the majority
of the family members. The collective household was also held responsible for the investment of
appropriate tools, starting capital, and output of products, thereby tying their trade’s fiscal stakes
with familial responsibilities. 44
In private workshops, while still primarily including family members, labor also extended to
employed personnel including craftspeople, apprentices, and enslaved laborers. Both apprentices
and enslaved workers were provided residence, technical training, and religious education in
exchange for their labor. 45 Up until 1774, before the centralization of production factories and
the ban of independent cigarette and cigar workshops, familial or agriculturally based workshop
environments manufactured cigarettes. In 1774, in the neighborhood of Tepito near the chapel of
Santa Catarina, Mexico City’s first tobacco factory opened operations. To the city’s Criollo,
Mestizo, and Indigenous populations, the location of the Real Fábrica de Puros y Cigarros
Tabacos resulted in a large percentage of their employment in factory work, thereby shifting
from a familial and domestic model of production to a state sponsored and organized one. 46
Despite the transition of labor environments away from domestic interiors to the establishment of
tobacco factories, women continued to hold vital roles in cigarette and cigar production. Susan
Deans-Smith observes that the management of cigarrerías (private tobacco shops) and the
technique of cigarette rolling continues to be considered a woman’s occupation. This presents a
crucial question on the implications of gendering this career. In the early eighteenth century,
around the date of the completion of Dama con Rebozo, women most likely still labored in
domestic workshops spaces rather than factory environments. However, this does foreshadow the
booming business of puros and cigarros that later reached its peak in the late half of the
eighteenth century. In fact, cigarrerías would become commonplace in Mexico City, but also
regionally in Oaxaca, Guadalajara, and Valladolid, among others. Compiled from various
surveys of Mexico’s cigarrerías, Deans-Smith uncovered census data that further emphasized
the relegation of the tobacco trade as a woman’s profession during the height of the Bourbon
tobacco monopoly. Deans-Smith notes that typically tobacco workshops largely employed
women rather than men, and in one exceptional case in Mexico City all thirty-one laborers were
women. 47 Many wives, widows, and/or daughters inherited the trade, confirming the industry’s
familial ties and generational continuity. The young woman in this portrait may allude to her
participation in a family run workshop, or perhaps she serves as a stand-in for the broader
representation of rolling tobacco as a woman’s vocation.
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In Dama con rebozo the positioning of her hands also recalls the gestures and tactility involved
in the laborious process of rolling cigars and cigarettes. Hands poised in a pinching position
around the snuffbox demonstrate a striking resemblance to the process of rolling tobacco. For, if
one were to revise this portrait painting and swap out the snuffbox for loose tobacco and rolling
papers, there would be very little readjustment needed on the woman’s fingers. The miniature
element of the snuffbox and its painted social landscape becomes even more evident as well
through close consideration of the vessel paired with the woman’s hand. It evokes an almost
sensual feel and utilizes the hand as a measurement of the miniature.
Dama con Rebozo, therefore, collapses the process of making into one singular moment as well.
For the erasure of a women’s laboring body in this portrait painting to work, harmony between
the body and snuff’s seduction is essential. The woman, fashionably dressed, holds authority
over the commodity. She, at any moment, can close the container, put it in her pocket or a
handbag, and walk away. As a result, she has complete power over the vessel and portrays it as a
product and emblem of imperialism. Even the women’s gaze focuses intently on the contents of
the snuffbox rather than staring at the viewer, again emphasizing the intimate and personal
connection between the woman and tobacco. Dama con rebozo recalls the visual vocabulary of a
gendered and laboring body that reflects how the tobacco networks of production and
consumption functioned in colonial Mexico.
The positioning of women as a form of commodity themselves through their labor closely echoes
that of the treatment of tobacco. In Dama con Rebozo the inclusion of both a female holder of
tobacco and the holdings of snuff in a singular ethnographic work demonstrates the wealth of
products that the Spanish Americas could produce. Thus, while the young woman and the snuff
function to illustrate to the viewer a person of a specific social hierarchical status or ethnicity, the
two commodities also serve as a display of European’s understanding of their origins of the
“New World.” Additionally, the snuffbox embellished with an illustration of an Indigenous
matrimonial scene further emphasizes this connection to the Indigenous inhabitants of the
Spanish Americas thereby almost authenticating the blanca criolla’s consumption of such a
commodity.
This examination of Rodríguez Juárez’s eighteenth-century work Dama con rebozo makes
visible its vital associations to the dynamics of identity construction and tobacco’s modes of
circulation and consumption in colonial Mexico. Tracing this analysis of the young woman to
represent a “type” of person specifically that of a criolla brings into focus how certain
physiognomic, sartorial, and material objects aid in crafting identity. Dama con Rebozo is
interpreted in relation to the genre of casta paintings, and thereby the represented material
elements demonstrate an association to a specific social class or ethnicity. As noted, the
intricacies of race, ethnicity, or class are not necessarily revealed through elements of dress or
consumption of certain substances, for actual racial categories are more fluid and flexible. The
woman, however, can be situated in the proximity of the identity of a blanca criolla.
This essay turns to the representation of the snuffbox and the holdings of snuff within the vessel.
Functioning as a springboard, the reach of tobacco’s commodity networks, its forms of
consumption, and associations with gendered labor were analyzed to further understand how the
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herb was socially understood and how it operated. By understanding how snuff was ingested by
members of different hierarchical classes, it is shown that the woman in Dama con Rebozo most
closely aligns as belonging to that of an upper-class consumer of snuff. Shifting the analysis to
interrogate the processes of tobacco production, it is revealed that lower-class women held
prominent roles in the manufacture of nicotiana goods. These seemingly disparate sections
demonstrate that the presentation of both laboring women and tobacco function as a form of
American products, especially when understood within the larger discourse and history of early
modern ethnographic works in the Spanish America.
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Staging the Modern Woman:
Antonieta Rivas Mercado, María Izquierdo,
and Performance’s Double Life in the Contemporáneos Orbit
JOSEPH SHAIKEWITZ
NEW YORK UNIVERSITY
“The emancipation of women prevails. Her weapons? Perseverance, study, work, sacrifice, and
abnegación, and the principal of all these, her own femininity.” 1 So declared the unnamed author
of a 1930 editorial published in the Mexican newspaper El Nacional during a key period of
women’s mobilizing in the country. The article, in its proclamation of liberatory advances one
decade after the conclusion of the Mexican Revolution (1910–20), nevertheless cites
conservative feminine ideals—such as abnegación, which promoted selflessness and selferasure—that circumscribed women to familial and domestic duties. Still, its prescient awareness
of gender as a tool that one might wield in service of feminist gains evinces the shifting terrain of
traditional social roles in Mexico’s early postrevolutionary decades.
For the actor, writer, and theater patron Antonieta Rivas Mercado (1900–1931) and the painter
María Izquierdo (1902–1955), the understanding of femininity as performative in nature,
alongside their interests in playing out other formations of womanhood through their work,
proved instrumental as they navigated the patriarchal confines of modern Mexican culture. Rivas
Mercado, through her involvement with the Teatro de Ulises (1928–29), a short-lived,
experimental theater project she funded and whose creative direction she was pivotal in defining,
created a progressive arena for the enactment of women’s emancipation. The young actor
engaged avant-garde currents in European theater, celebrated collaborative forums for cultural
activity, and obscured the boundaries of reality and on-stage fictions as a means of inhabiting
complex feminine roles. In the company’s 1928 presentation of Eugene O’Neill’s “Ligados”
(Welded), for example, Rivas Mercado played the role of an actress and one half of a romantic
and creative relationship opposite her on-stage partner, a playwright portrayed by the poet
Gilberto Owen. In documentation from their performance, Rivas Mercado stretches her arms
wide across the stage, commands attention, takes up space, and enjoys the ways in which the
drama allowed her, a progressive feminist, to assume the spotlight in a role not far from her own.
Through her adjacent work as a writer, translator, benefactor, organizer, and promoter of
Mexican culture abroad, Rivas Mercado located various creative ventures in which to assert her
artistic vision and intervene in the masculinist formation of national modernity.
Izquierdo, for her part, limned agency and liberation within the fictive space of painting. Across
dozens of images from her series of carpas, or itinerant sideshows, the artist depicted women
circus entertainers who epitomized feminist ideals of fearlessness, valiance, and defiance. In one
example from this group, La cirquera from 1932, Izquierdo constructed a scene of gendered
emancipation in which a poised circus performer balances confidently atop a white horse.
Depicted from behind, the impressive equestrian stands in as a surrogate everywoman who
enacts feminist ideals of confidence, self-determination, and an intrepid spirit inside the circus
ring. Alongside this resignification of female forms in her works, Izquierdo likewise deployed
concepts of performativity in her own life to rehearse different realities and realize artistic
success.
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Beginning in the late 1920s, these two figures found support for their progressive visions of
womanhood through their affiliations with the Contemporáneos, a loosely tethered coterie of
collaborators who challenged the parameters of cultural nationalism and broadened narrow
visions of mexicanidad. This “grupo sin grupo,” as the writer Xavier Villaurrutia once described
it, embraced gender expressions and sexualities beyond their normative constructions, from
pelonas and dandies to covert and conspicuous queer identifications alike.2 Through the
publication of literary reviews, including their namesake journal Contemporáneos: revista
mexicana de cultura (1928–31), and the production of anthologies, exhibitions, and theatrical
works, this open-ended collective staked out an alternative position from which to shape modern
Mexican culture. In the case of Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo, their involvements with the
Contemporáneos offered a network of support through which to reorient the gendered logics that
otherwise regulated their art and lives.
This essay argues that, in finding their respective places within the evolving Contemporáneos
circle and Mexico’s cultural landscape more broadly, Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo invoked
themes of theatricality, performativity, spectacle, and fiction to trouble social norms and create
greater opportunities for agency and involvement. Where Rivas Mercado performed within
actual theatrical spaces and Izquierdo, through her paintings, envisioned the daring world of
carpas, both women explored the language of performance and its detachment from everyday
reality to stage novel conceptions of gender and sexuality. In this way, the two figures’
engagements with the stage and its unbounded possibilities informed their fuller understandings
of femininity as performed and as a strategic weapon, to recall the opening passage. This nascent
approach enabled them to rescript gender roles and their symbolic associations, while also
bringing to life their own personal visions—whether through their art or out in the world—for
feminist futures and presents.
In Character: Antonieta Rivas Mercado and the Teatro de Ulises
By the beginning of 1927, by choice and by chance, Rivas Mercado found herself separated from
two men with significant influence over her life. The young intellectual had returned to Mexico
City just months earlier, following nearly three years living in Paris and Madrid with her young
son, sister, and father, the prominent Porfiriato architect Antonio Rivas Mercado. She had left
behind a tumultuous marriage with Albert Blair, a British-U.S. engineer who, by most accounts,
did not support her academic interests, even going so far as to burn the avid learner’s collection
of books.3 Upon her return to Mexico’s capital city, Rivas Mercado initiated divorce proceedings
against her husband and, shortly thereafter, dealt with the sudden death of her father. The former
event left her with newfound independence and partial custody of her child, and the other with
tremendous grief and, incidentally, a great deal of wealth that would drive her subsequent
creative ventures.
As fate would have it, mere months later, the twenty-six-year-old Rivas Mercado encountered
the cohort of novelists, poets, artists, and actors—the soon-to-be-named Contemporáneos—who
banded around a fledgling, experimental theater project, the Teatro de Ulises, and its eponymous
journal, Ulises: Revista de curiosidad y crítica (1927–28).4 Rivas Mercado’s knowledge of and
enthusiasm for performance helped to expand the cultural aims of this circle, which provisionally
adopted the name Ulises, and created a platform for the early formation of its collective identity.
In return, she found a collaborative environment that departed from the masculinist and heroic
discourse of cultural nationalism in Mexico and welcomed new modes of social participation.
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In popular memory, Rivas Mercado’s creative involvement with this faction of intellectuals is
routinely underestimated, with most accounts positioning her solely as the group’s wealthy
benefactor. As Kristin Pesola outlines in her monographic study, Rivas Mercado’s cultural and
intellectual legacy has largely been eclipsed by sensationalized aspects of her life, such as her
romantic relationship with José Vasconcelos during his 1929 presidential campaign or her
eventual death by suicide in Paris in the Notre-Dame cathedral on February 11, 1931. 5 Such
abbreviated versions of her biography, which remain commonplace to this day, overlook the
wide scope of Rivas Mercado’s cultural and feminist pursuits, and implicitly confine her
achievements to a life made possible by the financial successes of her late father. In contrast, this
article, in surveying the activities of the Ulises group, aims to recover Rivas Mercado’s activities
in and around it in order to posit the various tactics she employed to internationalize Mexican
modernisms and trouble gendered expectations in the process.
In the months leading up to the Teatro de Ulises’s debut performance in January 1928, Rivas
Mercado gathered many of the intellectuals who would come to form the Contemporáneos circle
in her home in search of new parameters for Mexican culture. Her connection to these figures
originated from her contact with Manuel Rodríguez Lozano, the bisexual painter whom she met
following her return to Mexico City and for whom she developed a deep, yet ultimately
unrequited romantic attachment. Rodríguez Lozano introduced Rivas Mercado to two of her
most important collaborators on the Teatro de Ulises: the writers Villaurrutia and Salvador Novo,
who later referred to Rivas Mercado as the “soul” of the group. 6 The newly divorced mother
began to host cultural salons at her home in the Colonia Guerrero neighborhood, where the ideas
behind the Ulises theater and journal first came into being. 7 Rivas Mercado’s background in
performance made her an ideal figure to hatch a forward-thinking theater program. In her youth,
she trained in singing, classical dance, and multiple languages, and through international travel
was exposed to trends in European theater, including those pioneered by Paris’s Grand Guignol
and Théâtre de l’Atelier. Subsequently, in her home, Rivas Mercado gathered emergent
playwrights, poets, actors, set designers, painters, musicians, and critics to, as writer Andrés
Henestrosa recalled, “converse, read books, listen to music, [and] review the national history in
search of the real, definite meaning of Mexican culture.”8 Through these events, Rivas Mercado
fostered a shared vocabulary for the enactment of a modernism that reflected broader avantgarde currents.
The transformation of Rivas Mercado’s home into a locus of creative activity corresponded with
her interest in expanding the rhetoric of domesticity and challenging restrictive gender norms—
activities that coincided with broader political advances for Mexican women during this period.
While other notable figures, including Diego Rivera and Guadalupe Marín (and later, following
their separation, Frida Kahlo), also doubled the use of their households as creative milieus, the
extent to which Rivas Mercado converted the domestic realm into a cultural space reflected, in
part, her recently won status as a single mother. As a newly separated woman, Rivas Mercado
epitomized an image of the modern woman who reshaped her traditional role as a wife, mother,
and household laborer. Her ability to gain independence from a controlling relationship owed
partly to revolutionary women’s activism in support of the Divorce Law of 1914, which shifted
the meaning of divorce from a separation to a legal annulment and attenuated the Church’s
influence over family relations (despite the fact that men exercised this right with greater
frequency).9 Still, women like Rivas Mercado would go on to fulfill Carlos Monsiváis’s
estimation that “if women can separate from men, autonomy is already conceivable.” 10 Mexican
women made additional legal gains in 1927, the year after the dissolution of Rivas Mercado’s
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marriage, when amendments to the civil code granted spouses equal grounds to pursue divorce
and permitted women to leave their parental homes at the same age as men. 11 Amid these
moments of social reform, Rivas Mercado modeled a life of independence and autonomy beyond
the confines of marriage and subverted the image of the traditional homemaker. (“A wife and
mother in the traditional Mexican way, Antonieta could not be,” wrote Henestrosa. 12) Thus, at
the same time that the connections between marriage, maternity, and domesticity began to break
down, so too did Rivas Mercado demonstrate a fluid approach to her own inhabited roles of
salonnière, cultural benefactor, actor, and mother. Through her work hosting periodic gatherings
in her living room and the initial rehearsals for the Teatro de Ulises, she leveraged her
independence and shifted her household space from a limitation to an arena of possibility.

Figure 1. Julio Castellanos, Antonieta Rivas Mercado, 1927.
Oil on cardboard, 135 x 82 cm. Location unknown.

The artist Julio Castellanos, who collaborated on the sets for the Teatro de Ulises and became a
central member of the Contemporáneos, painted Rivas Mercado’s portrait during this same
period of abundant creative activity (Figure 1). The almost life-size image shows the young
patron seated with her arms crossed over her lap. She wears her hair in the cropped style of
pelonas, the decidedly modern women of the mid-1920s who popularized short haircuts as a
symbol of liberation, in spite of the backlash and violent threats they received.13 Rivas Mercado
sits before two overlapping stone walls that fill the shallow pictorial space. While they perhaps
belong to an architectural facade, their irregular shape and the gap between them alternatively
suggest the portable walls of an artificial stage set. Together with the strong shadows indicative
of stage lighting and Rivas Mercado’s position on a piece of household furniture, the image
creates an ambiguous setting that simultaneously evokes notions of exterior and interior, reality
and fiction, street corner and stage. One imagines that Rivas Mercado, her gaze focused away
from the viewer, glances off-stage toward the wings or an adjacent audience. Through this
portrait, which was later reproduced in the February 1929 issue of the Contemporáneos journal,
viewers see Rivas Mercado rehearsing the role of both subject and performer, constructing her
self-image in the context of theatrical space and the gaze(s) cast upon her.
As members of the Ulises group solidified their journal and theater, they prioritized new models
of experimentation and collectivity that departed from conventional structures of hierarchy and
singular creative direction. Rivas Mercado, together with her co-financier, the arts patron María
Luisa Block, created a setting where painters, poets, and novelists from diverse backgrounds
could collaboratively carry out theatrical productions. Like many of her fellow participants who
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assumed multiple, concurrent roles, Rivas Mercado had her hands in myriad aspects of the
productions, serving as a creative director, translator, actor, spokeswoman, and more. While she
received praise for her on-stage roles, her work behind the scenes saw scant acknowledgement,
both during her lifetime and in the decades since. Instead, Rodríguez Lozano claimed
responsibility for shaping the Teatro de Ulises in its earliest months, even insisting, in 1949, that
“if the Teatro de Ulises in Mexico was founded, it was because I wanted it to be.”14 His claim
contradicts that of Rivas Mercado, who explained decades earlier that her interests in creating a
theatrical venue originated in the middle of 1926, around the time of her return from Europe,
when “the need to make theater, to have good theater, was pressing.”15 Sergio Téllez-Pon, too,
refutes Rodríguez Lozano’s assertion on the basis that, by the time the company came together,
his points of reference for contemporary European theater had become quite dated. 16 Rather,
Téllez-Pon credits Rivas Mercado, together with Novo, for advising the group and paving the
way for its relationship with foreign avant-gardes. And yet, pursuing one answer to who
pioneered the company’s identity eclipses its groundbreaking nature—for in reality, it was the
group’s collaborative spirit, egalitarian ethos, and de-centering of a single figurehead that
enabled it to push Mexican theater into innovative and uncharted directions.
Over the course of the Teatro de Ulises’s short seven-month duration, the company challenged
the traditional modes of performance and delivery that had become inscribed within the national
canon. From its debut in January 1928, the group offered a theatrical expression at odds with the
popular forms of theater of the decade, which favored vaudeville, slapstick comedy, operetta,
and melodramatic works, with the latter two forms, as Frank Dauster explains, perpetuating
classical Spanish influence. 17 Hence, Lazo described Mexico’s theatrical precedent as the “lethal
routine of a false tradition,” in contrast to the Ulises group’s interest in forging new points of
cosmopolitan and international reference.18 With the arrival of the Teatro de Ulises, the
experimental program represented, in Henestrosa’s estimation, “a wakeup call in a sleepy
environment” and “an invitation to open one’s eyes to the world, to the burgeoning theater.” 19
The company looked past sentimental or caricatural works and instead prioritized new forms of
drama, sincerity of theatrical delivery, scripts by foreign-born authors, and an understanding of
the rehearsal process as creative and generative rather than prescriptive.
According to Pesola, the group also broadened the available pool of talent, which at the time was
dominated by “the rigid and highly commercialized star-system that ruled the Mexican stage,”
not to mention the popularity of vedettes and vaudeville performers. 20 The Teatro de Ulises
promoted a new generation of actors, including members of the Contemporáneos like Novo,
Owen, and Rivas Mercado, as well as newcomers such as Emma Achondo, Isabela Corona, Lupe
Medina de Ortega, and Clementina Otera. The theater’s initial venue likewise broke from
tradition: after the group’s rehearsals in Rivas Mercado’s living room, the members transformed
a home rented at calle de Mesones 42 in the historic center into an intimate theater that
accommodated fifty invited guests. In the summer, the theater opened itself to larger audiences
when it took up temporary residence at the Teatro Virginia Fábregas, a sizable commercial
theater in Colonia San Rafael, where it mounted performances before a wider public until the
company disbanded in July 1928.
While the Teatro de Ulises gained considerable press for its avant-garde forays, a wave of
disparaging reviews contributed to the theater’s short lifespan. From the beginning, critics
accused the theater of promoting a repertoire of universal, rather than nationalist appeal. 21 Other
commentary remarked on the unusual experience of viewing the performances, noting the
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peculiarities of the venue at calle de Mesones 42, the use of a curtain drawn across the stage, and
the absence, as was routine in Mexico City, of a bell to call audiences to their seats.22 The
general inability of critics to engage with the content that the Ulises circle put forth testifies at
once to the group’s departure from theatrical traditions and to the formation of rigid criteria for
what critics deemed suitable under the nationalist rubric of postrevolutionary culture.
Despite these accusations, the Ulises circle never entirely abandoned local concerns, but rather
absorbed narratives that responded, if more abstractly, to the social realities of modern Mexico.
Their choice of theatrical works by such playwrights as Jean Cocteau, Eugene O’Neill, and
Claude Roger-Marx enabled them to stage the possibility of a cultural position that extended
beyond its national confines and took into account a broader range of perspectives. The group’s
members mounted and published texts that offered counternarratives of the Revolution, limned
mythology and folklore, related foreign literature to their own situations, and pushed beyond the
scope of the accepted postrevolutionary record. They presented theater that spanned personal
experiences and collective crises and provided an outlet beyond the heroic and melodramatic.
Through the lens of experimentation, they expanded both conventional modes of theatrical
production and the kinds of stories that belonged within the self-image of the modern nation. For
women, who, in the words of Adriana Zavala, saw their presence in Mexican society reduced to
archaic “templates of ideal femininity” both during and after the Revolution, this kind of theater
project opened up roles beyond those available on the traditional stage or in daily life. 23 Indeed,
the Teatro de Ulises welcomed and was made possible by visionary women who saw the
potential of theater to transform a society whose postrevolutionary government walked back its
revolutionary promises of women’s emancipation.
Throughout her time with the Ulises group, Rivas Mercado took advantage of performance as a
means of staging a liberated self. According to Vicky Unruh, “her propensity for masking . ...
constituted an apt bond with the Contemporáneos writers, some of whom negotiated their
coming-out as homosexuals . ... with leadership roles in the growing cultural bureaucracy.” 24
Numerous descriptions of Rivas Mercado from the late 1920s reveal how she envisioned her life
as a sustained character study, dramatizing and downplaying aspects of her identity as she saw
fit. The journalist Fernando Ramírez de Aguilar (writing under the pseudonym Jacobo
Dalevuelta) noted in an early review of the Teatro de Ulises that Rivas Mercado “inhabited her
role so intensely that in many moments she could succeed in erasing the idea of fiction.”25 This
collapse of the real and the performative, which Castellanos thematized in his 1927 portrait (see
Figure 1), appears to have operated in both directions, with many observers likewise
characterizing Rivas Mercado’s ordinary presence as what Unruh calls “a self-aware
performance.”26 Rivas Mercado, it seems, embraced the performativity of the everyday as a
strategy that allowed her to navigate the traditionally masculine realm of Mexican culture;
indeed, the transformation of her own home into a cultural salon and rehearsal studio, as well as
the origins of the theater within domestic space, reflect these blurred lines of private and public
selves. Rivas Mercado commented on her and her peers’ commitment to preparation and
perfection, insisting upon the importance of “carefully choosing the works, rigorously
memorizing the parts, [and] painstakingly studying the staging. In short, leaving nothing to
chance.”27 This methodical ethos mirrors the ways that Rivas Mercado chose to fashion herself
in response to the then-limited cultural and social opportunities that characterized earlytwentieth-century Mexico. Through the promotion of an experimental theater program and
simultaneous assumption of a performative persona in her everyday life, she found a way to
imbue new modes of being into both the stage and her vision of modern womanhood.
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In her work championing the Teatro de Ulises, Rivas Mercado opened an arena for innovative
theatrical approaches and progressive social roles. In February 1928, shortly after the theater’s
debut, she published an article titled “La mujer mexicana” in the Madrid newspaper El Sol. In it,
she discussed what she perceived as women’s limited influence on Mexican society due to a
“strange concept of female virtue that consists of a ‘do-nothingness’ [un ‘no hacer.’]”28 By
calling out the constraints posed by traditional social ideals for women, Rivas Mercado
highlighted the need for a new feminine symbolic order. She ruptured gendered stereotypes of
abnegación, submission, and idleness to not only imagine, but also embody feminine possibility.
In and outside of the theater, she tried on methods of motherhood, marriage, patronage, and
professional success that troubled accepted archetypes for the quintessential Mexican woman.
Thus, through her support of the Ulises group and essential place within it, Rivas Mercado
created an alternative arena in which to write her own feminist present.
María Izquierdo’s Balancing Acts

Figure 2. María Izquierdo, Untitled Nude, ca. 1929. Location unknown.

María Izquierdo published four images in the September 1929 issue of Contemporáneos: one
still life, two portraits of men, and a striking nude (Figure 2). In this now-lost painting, the
female subject perches on the edge of a bed, one arm pulling her leg toward her, the other lodged
into the tousled floral bedding. Her hunched posture, angular pose, lopsided breasts, and creased
stomach embrace the irregularity and asymmetry of the body at rest. The figure’s head cocks to
the side and gazes beyond the frame, her eyes highlighted by smoky rings of makeup. A small
table behind her displays a portrait of a male general, an unlit candle, and a bottle of wine with
its cork wedged in midway. By the side of the bed lie piles of clothes discarded during what one
presumes has been a sexual encounter. Izquierdo compiled an unromantic image of the postcoital subject who lingers among the spoiled signs of sexual activity. Women, Izquierdo seemed
to imply, have other lives, other moments, beyond that of the romantic object, a self that outlives
the erotic male gaze. The solitary subject registers the weight of womanhood in a world built on
the wants and desires of men, yet at the same time, she defies the roles in which women in
Mexico have traditionally been cast. Much like Izquierdo herself, this painting engages a modern
femininity liberated from the persistent tropes of timeless allegory or idealized erotic symbol.
Izquierdo’s decision to feature this nude in Contemporáneos provides insights into her
perception of the artistic and literary circle that had formed around the journal and the ways she
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utilized her position within it to navigate the rigid cultural environment in Mexico. The artist’s
time with the Contemporáneos marked a turning point in her career, providing a public platform,
an artistic community beyond the dominant nationalist discourse, and the stimulus to develop a
body of work that re-signified the female form. This moment marked an active period in which
Izquierdo, as Zavala has argued, “appropriated and reformulated dominant, male, heterosexist
nationalism.”29 The artistic position that Izquierdo defined through her affiliation with the
Contemporáneos anticipated her exploration of an unrestrained femininity in her carpas series, a
group of paintings in which female performers achieve bold technical feats, support one another,
and transgress expectations of submissiveness and marianismo. These images thematize the
importance of spectacle for Izquierdo: as a subject of cultural debates, the painter relied on the
strategic performance of femininity and mexicanidad to navigate the gendered artistic terrain of
the postrevolutionary period, while through her art, she envisaged liberated women who troubled
their masculinist environs through the theatrical space of the circus. Playing into and against
these varied positions, Izquierdo visualized fantastical scenes of performance from which a new
feminine logic could emerge.
Izquierdo’s publication of the untitled nude in Contemporáneos in 1929 coincided with a
moment of patriarchal and paternalistic attempts to control her place within the cultural
landscape. Earlier in the year, Izquierdo entered the Escuela Nacional de Bellas Artes (ENBA)
and met Rivera, then the school’s director, who subsequently claimed to have “discovered” the
up-and-coming painter and endeavored to subsume her into the prevailing nationalist discourse
of a true Mexican art. Rivera wrote two essays on Izquierdo and arranged for an early exhibition
of her work at La Nueva Galería de Arte Moderno; his support, however, also sparked outrage at
ENBA, as evidenced by a jolting incident where students tossed buckets of water at Izquierdo as
she fled from the school.30 While these precarious few months of support by the muralist ignited
Izquierdo’s awareness of herself and her art as part of broader national and cultural debates, they
also spurred her creation of a deliberate professional persona and aesthetic approach. In fact,
Zavala contends that Izquierdo was “astute in allowing herself and her work to be ‘claimed’ by a
cultural agent as powerful as Rivera while simultaneously integrating herself into the
Contemporáneos circle.”31 From this dilemma, Izquierdo emerged with a sense of the obstacles
and openings that would limit or enable her success as an artist.
The reproduction of Izquierdo’s nude portrait in Contemporáneos and, three months later, in an
essay authored by Rivera illustrates the ways that she strategically negotiated her place within
competing cultural groups. With the Contemporáneos circle, Izquierdo found a network of
artistic and literary figures who aspired to broaden the parameters of Mexican culture, undermine
notions of artistic hegemony, and introduce difference as part of the national visual language.
She likely grew acquainted with the Contemporáneos toward the end of 1928 through her
relationship with the painter, and soon her partner, Rufino Tamayo. 32 Izquierdo’s spread in
Contemporáneos, the only solo feature by a woman artist across the journal’s forty-three issues,
was titled simply, “Óleos de María Izquierdo.”33 The section omitted interpretive text, as was
customary for the review, and offered an unmediated look at four recent paintings by the artist.
One imagines that this non-didactic format would have appealed to Izquierdo, as it provided a
rare opportunity for her work to speak and be received on its own terms.
In December 1929, the same nude reappeared in a five-page spread on Izquierdo in the Englishlanguage magazine Mexican Life. The piece reproduced and translated an essay that Rivera had
written for Izquierdo’s first solo exhibition the month prior. Rivera’s calculated praise framed the
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reception of Izquierdo’s nude and a selection of her other portraits that spanned the feature:
“This girl [Izquierdo] possesses the handsome sharpness of an already ripe spirit,” he wrote.34
“Her person is like her painting: classically Mexican.”35 Rivera attempted to use Izquierdo’s
artworks, her gender, and—as his physical descriptions of the painter reveal—her appearance as
fodder for the definition of an authentic, nationalist, and timeless Mexican art. In the context of
Rivera’s words, Izquierdo’s nude functions as an unintended proxy for the painter’s own
consumption by masculinist discourse. An image created to record the aftermath of masculine
desire maps her own exploitation by Rivera, a figure who, shortly thereafter, would disown
Izquierdo’s aesthetic approach and even sabotage a mural commission that she received in
1945.36 The female nude, therefore, functions like a surrogate for the artist herself, its repetition
across two printed contexts reenacting the double-edged nature of Izquierdo’s absorption by
cultural factions.
Throughout her career, and especially in its early stages, Izquierdo demonstrated a keen
awareness of how her ambitions as an independent woman and artist related to and could be
advanced by her perception by other cultural figures. This intimacy with not only a liberated selfimage, but also the spheres in which it might flourish, comes to life in her paintings of circus
performers, a series that she returned to repeatedly in the 1930s and early 1940s. Through
dynamic depictions of active, intrepid, and skillful women on stage at the circus, Izquierdo
explored a theatrical sphere in which her own experiences of performing gender were carried out
to new logical ends.
Izquierdo’s relationship to the circus dates back to her childhood, when itinerant carpas and
sideshows cropped up in her hometown of San Juan de los Lagos. 37 Several sources attest to
Izquierdo’s fascination with the circus: according to her younger daughter, Aurora Posadas
Izquierdo, the painter occasionally visited the circus during off-hours to watch the performers
rehearse.38 The photographer and close friend of the artist Lola Álvarez Bravo suggested that
“the pleasure that María got from the [circus performers] was not that of the spectator; rather she
seemed almost to be inside, like another popular element.”39 Izquierdo thus seems to have
identified with the circus performers on a profound level, seeing their world as a kind of transient
utopia apart from the limitations of her strict Catholic upbringing and onerous responsibilities as
a single mother. In this realm, suspended halfway between fiction and the real space of everyday
life, Izquierdo observed likeminded women who served as protagonists, took calculated risks,
defied expectations, and received recognition for their fearlessness, merit, and skills.
The earliest group of Izquierdo’s circus scenes from 1932–33 focused on individual performers
and single, controlled acrobatic stunts. In works such as La cirquera and Caballista del circo,
female performers outfitted in graceful attire balance on one foot atop galloping white horses.
Their poised statures dominate the spare compositions, which exclude any scenery that would
easily identify the backdrop as a circus. Instead, the austere settings blur the distinction between
the existence of actual horsewomen in traveling carpas and Izquierdo’s creation of these
liberated performers as a modern feminine ideal.
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Figure 3. María Izquierdo, Autorretrato, 1933.
Oil on canvas. Location unknown.

In 1933, Izquierdo painted a self-portrait in which she, too, occupies the circus environment
(Figure 3). A slight curve across the top of the composition suggests the circular perimeter of the
circus ring, inside of which a white steed sprints across the floor. In the immediate foreground,
Izquierdo painted herself before a fence post, which perhaps marks the outer edge of the ring or
represents an obstacle mounted within it. Her appearance in this work is remarkably pared-down:
she wears her hair down, little if any visible cosmetics, and a knotted scarf that drapes across her
simple blouse—a stark contrast to other self-portraits by Izquierdo from the early 1930s where
she presented herself highly made-up and in styles ranging from Tehuana dress to modern attire.
Izquierdo regularly painted herself in elaborate braided hairstyles, dark makeup, and eyecatching clothing and jewelry. By crafting a visible self-image that deployed both pre-Hispanic
customs and contemporary fashion, she presented herself as quintessentially “Mexican” in a way
that appealed to and fascinated her male peers. 40 By comparison, her self-portrait in the circus
represents one of the least staged paintings of Izquierdo in existence and suggests how carpas
constructed a reality for the artist separate from her creative persona. While her circus scenes
celebrated the performance of a modern femininity, Izquierdo also saw this performative mode
as one where the authentic, unadorned self could assume the stage—indeed, for the artist, the two
coexisted in her understanding of herself.
Izquierdo’s circus paintings from the end of the decade expanded her focus on performance to
group routines and backstage settings that explored relationships, dependency, and selves beyond
the stage. In these collective scenes, each performer adds to the overall collaborative spirit,
sharing the circus ring rather than competing for centerstage. The sheer range of acts that
Izquierdo depicted—acrobatics, gymnastics, dance, balancing stunts, and equestrian tricks—
created a constellation of possibilities for her talented and daring subjects. The results produce
feminist realities: self-contained worlds of fantasy, self-assuredness, kinship, and support.
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Figure 4. María Izquierdo, En el circo, 1939.
Gouache on paper, 41.9 x 49.5 cm. Collection Marilyn Maxwell, Santa Fe.

The artist incorporated an actual audience in En el circo, a rare sighting across her carpas series
(Figure 4). In the upper register, a pair of tightrope walkers execute a challenging routine as they
meet toward the center of the suspended wire. Even as they wobble slightly—one on a single
foot, the other bracing herself on one knee—an intergenerational group of three women and two
children cheer them on from their seats in the foreground. These audience members sit at the
edge of the ring and immerse themselves in the act, applauding this treacherous segment of the
show. They function in a way similar to the trapeze net positioned beneath the aerialists, forming
a supportive zone and encouraging the performers to persevere. Through this glimpse onto the
outer limits of the ring, Izquierdo hinted at the sense of community that can sustain leaps into the
unknown.
Izquierdo’s choice of carpas as artistic subject matter throughout the 1930s illustrates her
understanding of performance as a pivotal tool for rewriting traditional gender norms. The circus
offered a realm between fantasy and reality where women carved out space, asserted agency, and
gained recognition through their mastery of technical skills. It served as a popular venue in
which women could express virtues beyond the commonplace tropes of submissiveness,
modesty, and maternity. The idea of the circus as a parable of modern liberation allowed
Izquierdo to explore the performativity of femininity within everyday life, as she forged a
personal association with the circus artists and the ways they circumvented social expectations in
pursuit of their craft.41 Further, the imagery of carpas also underscored the specific ways in
which performance could be assumed as a strategy to rehearse different realities. Izquierdo
highlighted how women entertainers embodied performative selves in the circus ring as a means
of recalling the ordinary enactment, and therefore mutability, of feminine identity in daily life.
Much like the aerialists and acrobats she depicted, Izquierdo walked a fine line between
competing cultural agendas to ultimately pave her own path as a professional artist. In the
transcript for a radio broadcast that Izquierdo delivered at an indeterminate date between 1934
and 1944, the painter laid bare her views on the gendered obstacles that circumscribed her and
other women artists’ experiences. 42 The address, titled “La mujer y el arte mexicano,” is
anchored by a critique of women’s exclusion from formal artistic training and the ways this has
hindered their ability to contribute to the history of art—a prophetic precursor to Linda Nochlin’s
1971 essay and feminist mainstay, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” 43
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Izquierdo, in her broadcast several decades prior, proposed strategies that would enable women
to prevail over these historical biases:
I think that for a woman to achieve success,. . she ought to have an ample spirit of selfcriticism and of struggle, and never lose her femininity, always feel physically and
spiritually like a woman, feel with force in order to create, never feel inferior or superior
to man, and always consider him a companion in equal conditions. All this is difficult to
attain, but if a woman achieves consciousness, has ambitions, directs her forces, knows
what she wants to conquer... . then I am really sure that she will triumph as long as she
can overcome the obstacles that arise.44
In this speech, Izquierdo’s rhetoric of gender essentialism positions femininity itself as an
important factor in women’s emancipation. She insisted that women must not abandon their
gender, but rather view self-assertion as an extension of their feminine identity. Still, according
to Izquierdo, the feminine woman is “spiritual, self-sacrificing and humane. Her ethics are clean,
and she is happy to be a mother, because she has in herself a creative force.” 45 At first glance,
this description undermines the feminist visions represented in her work. This type of language,
however, belonged to a relatively conservative view shared by many self-identifying, middleand upper-class feminists in Mexico. Further, Celeste Donovan cautions against a literal reading
of public statements by Izquierdo such as these, which “strategically navigated a social terrain in
a way that would advance her own progressive principles while making them palatable enough to
the ears of social convention.”46 In shaping her public persona, Izquierdo likely elided overtly
feminist remarks that may have risked being seen as radical or threatening to the status quo.
Even as she balanced this ambivalence in her daily life, Izquierdo’s circus paintings reveal a
different reality, one in which she set into motion feminine subjects, agency, and control.
Antonieta Rivas Mercado and María Izquierdo: Duet
It is unclear the extent to which Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo were acquainted. 47 While they
undoubtedly knew one another and frequented similar spaces, no evidence exists of any active
collaboration or significant personal relationship between the two. Nevertheless, the pair bears a
multitude of similarities that come into relief through an examination of their time with the
Contemporáneos circle and experiences within the landscape of Mexican modernisms. As I have
argued, Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo saw performance—both literal and imagined—as a way to
rehearse feminist scenarios that pushed beyond the narrow confines of traditional values and
cultural nationalism in the early twentieth century. The potential for theatrical expression to
bridge fiction and reality, the stage and the quotidian, offered a powerful means of redefining
social expectations of femininity and enacting emancipated selves across the realms of theater,
painting, and beyond.
In the case of Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo, the alternative cultural current championed by the
Contemporáneos offered greater flexibility in which to challenge and reorient the gendered
parameters of the postrevolutionary era. Many observers saw little distinction between the
women and the predominantly queer men of the Contemporáneos orbit. The Bolivian writer
Tristán Marof perceived both in a derogatory light, declaring: “Between the ‘faggot’ group
[grupo ‘jotista’] and women there is really little difference... . . I cannot understand why such
charming ladies have chosen the hard work of writing to please the bourgeoisie.”48 Although
Marof appears more sympathetic to the agreeable literary and artistic women, he still sees them
as deserting their customary social roles and serving the cultural elite. Furthermore, Marof’s
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diminishment of women’s cultural contributions dismisses both their visibility and the
multifacetedness of femininity.
Still, in a cultural environment that quickly cast judgment on women who assumed untraditional
roles, the Contemporáneos network offered a valuable affinity through which to defy sexual and
gender norms. As Zavala writes of Izquierdo, in the 1930s, the painter “allied herself with
dissident groups, among them cultural cosmopolitans, homosexuals, and even estranged French
Surrealists, who actively used their difference to create new spaces not only in the margins but
increasingly at the center of the cultural order.” 49 Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo’s tactical
affiliations with the Contemporáneos therefore signaled a desire to align themselves with other
sidelined individuals with whom they could transform the discourse of modernism. They
knowingly identified the Contemporáneos collective as one that would support a broader range
of artistic expressions and construct other Mexicos in which multiple femininities could coexist.
The restrictive boundaries and strong patriarchal overtones of cultural nationalism oftentimes
impelled women to identify unconventional tactics to influence the Mexican state’s present and
future.50 For instance, the degree to which male figures attempted to “claim” Rivas Mercado and
Izquierdo illustrates the fraught and possessive nature of this masculinist realm. Rivas Mercado,
following her time with the Ulises and Contemporáneos circles, joined Vasconcelos to chronicle
his presidential campaign; after Rivas Mercado died months later by suicide, her once-unknown
“suicide note,” which partially pointed to Vasconcelos’s romantic rejection of her, was later
published in a collection of her texts. However, Pesola claims that this note, attributed to Rivas
Mercado, was actually ghostwritten by Vasconcelos in an attempt to assert his own virile legacy
by reserving for himself the position of the unattainable lover. 51 Relatedly, Rivera, as previously
discussed, pigeonholed and laid claim to Izquierdo in order to bolster his specific vision of that
which constituted an authentic, albeit primordial mexicanidad. This manipulation of Rivas
Mercado and Izquierdo as cultural pawns relates to broader discourses of gender and control in
the 1920s and 1930s. As Mary Kay Vaughan notes, in a moment where the Revolution had
expanded women’s access to previously off-limit public arenas, “threatened artists and
intellectuals turned women into traditional archetypes they could control.”52 The remnants of this
patriarchal desire to contain women and reassert power over them through symbolic means
infiltrated broader cultural practices. For example, in addition to the examples of Rivas Mercado
and Izquierdo, in 1925, the Estridentista writer Arqueles Vela organized a fictitious sale of
women in the periodical El Universal Ilustrado. 53 The piece priced different feminine archetypes
according to their amenability and appearance, and auctioned off the “common woman” ($12.50,
price reduced from $25), “beautiful woman for the mornings,” “complicated woman for the
afternoon,” and “woman for the theater.” This hyperbolized commodification of women
literalizes the more subtle manipulations that Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo experienced,
highlighting the overarching cultural attitudes with which the pair had to contend and, ultimately,
overcome.
During this period of rapid shifts in the meanings of gender, demands for women’s rights,
polarized views of feminine virtue and social roles, and heightened attempts to restrict female
participation in public and professional spheres, women like Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo
assumed alternative positions from which to intervene in modern culture. For the two, themes of
performance, fiction, spectacle, and gender formed the core of their aesthetic and professional
practices, which found support in the form of the Contemporáneos circle. Rivas Mercado’s work
with the Ulises group provided a backdrop for her to stage experimental performances and
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express feminist ideals, whereas Izquierdo invoked the image of circus performers to allegorize
her own desire for artistic and personal freedoms. Seen in tandem, both figures embraced the
possibility for cultural practices to conjure up new social scenarios and modern femininities that
they hoped might translate from imagined fictions to postrevolutionary norms.
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“Who Is Eating Whom?”:
Wet Nursing and White Cannibalism in Brazil
GRACE SPARAPANI
UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN
In 1928, Oswald da Andrade published the “Manifesto Antropófago” (Cannibalist Manifesto) in
the first issue of the Revista de Antropofagia, putting forth a schema for how Brazilian
modernism could differentiate itself from European modernist projects. Living in Paris at the
time, the bourgeois Brazilian occupied a precarious, liminal racial position; far from home, he
experienced the sensation of being seen as Other. Embracing this station, he adopted the
Brazilian figure of the cannibal, a stereotype assigned to both Brazil’s Indigenous groups and the
Africans brought to the country in the slave trade. Andrade’s cannibal’s hunger knew no bounds,
turning his appetite both inward, to the arts and traditions of the Portuguese, Indigenous, and
African races making up Brazil, and outward, to the cosmopolitan art histories of European
modernisms. In this devouring, writes Leslie Bary, Andrade’s cannibal “adapt[s] [their] strengths
and incorporat[es] them into the native self.” 1 In this paper, I consider the metaphoric
cannibalism of Brazilian modernism to assert another white cannibalism, one that teeters
between metaphor and literalism: the cannibalistic feeding of wet nursing, in which white infants
suckled at the breast of enslaved Black women, depleting both their physical and affective
resources, often at the expense of those women’s own children. In turn, I find a fascination with
the figure of the Black wet nurse—the mãe preta—at the founding of and continuing through
Brazilian modernism.
Illustrating the “Manifesto Antropófago” was an exaggerated figure by Andrade’s partner,
Tarsila do Amaral (Figure 1). The figure features a miniaturized head, a bulbous, pendulous
nose, and an inflated body with prominent hands and feet. To Amaral, the cannibal is a bodily
figure—its corporeality, rather than its thought, its defining, ruling feature.

Figure 1. Oswald de Andrade, “Manifesto Antropófago,” Revista de Antropofagia 1, no. 1
(May 1928). Featuring an illustration by Tarsila do Amaral. Image courtesy of Biblioteca
Instituto de Estudos Brasileiros da Universidade de São Paulo.

The same cannibalistic figure features in Amaral’s 1929 painting Antropofagia (Cannibalism)
(Figure 2). In this painting, Amaral’s cannibal is joined by another figure with a similarly small
head and exaggerated body, with a large breast hanging over the other figure’s leg; in an act of
painterly cannibalism, the breast “devours” the other figure in terms of pictorial space.

Figure 2. Tarsila do Amaral, Antropofagia, 1929. Oil on canvas, 126 × 142 cm, Pinacoteca
do Estado de São Paulo. Image courtesy of Pinacoteca do Estado de São Paulo.

The figure with the large breast in Antropofagia recalls Amaral’s earlier painting—and one of
the most recognizable works of Brazilian modernism—A negra (Black Woman, 1923) (Figure
3). The painting features a Black woman—described by Amaral as “very fat”—on a geometric
background. Her features are exaggerated: her lips, in the words of Amaral, are “huge,
pendulous,” and her breasts are heavy, one draped lengthily over her arm crossed in front of her,
the other, in an act of fragmentation, hidden from view.2 In the article “Suspended Munition:
Mereology, Morphology, and the Mammary Biopolitics of Transmission in Simone Leigh’s
Trophallaxis,” Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, quoting Jennifer L. Morgan, writes that, in enslavement,

the [Black] breast took on mythic proportions: “European writers turned to black
women as evidence of a cultural inferiority that ultimately became encoded as
racial difference. Monstrous bodies became enmeshed with savage behavior as
the icon of women’s breasts became evidence of tangible barbarism.” African
females’ breasts were depicted as exaggeratingly pendulous, even as bestial
additional limbs.3
Amaral, the child of wealthy Brazilian plantation owners, cited the enslaved women on her
family’s plantation (to which she referred lovingly as “the farm”) as inspiration for her figures.
She said in an interview in 1972, “I remember having met one of those old slaves that lived on
our farm—when I was just a girl of five or six, you know?—and she had drooping lips and
enormous breasts because, as I later learned, at the time slaves would tie stones to their breasts to
elongate them and throw them back to feed a child tied to their backs.” 4 It is questionable
whether this practice actually occurred or if it was a legend meant to emphasize white belief in
supernatural Black bodies.5 However, the veracity of this statement is not what matters to me.
Rather, what makes this statement of import is that Amaral believed it, and in her belief found
this story charming rather than horrifying, an oddity to be remembered with fondness and related
to French painters like Fernand Léger rather than the embodied nightmare it would have been—
to attach heavy stones to one’s breast to the end of making one’s duties under enslavement more
efficient, so that one could breastfeed a child even when attending to other responsibilities. The
horror only amplifies when one considers the prevalence of the enslaved mãe preta, or wet nurse,
in Brazil—the Black woman forced to breastfeed her enslaver’s children even at risk of the
malnourishment of her own children.

Figure 3. Tarsila do Amaral, A negra, 1923. Oil on canvas, 100 × 81.3 cm, Museo de Arte
Contemporânea de Universidade de São Paulo. Image courtesy of Museo de Arte
Contemporânea de Universidade de São Paulo.

In her delight in the fleshy sight of stretched breasts, of enslaved bodies manipulated like earthen
clay, of the “very fat black wom[e]n” that inspired A negra—and who perhaps even nursed her—
Amaral exposes herself to be cannibalistic in ways beyond even the titular cannibalism of
“Manifesto Antropófago.” As nexuses of the aftermath of slavery in Brazil, the practice of forced

wet nursing, and the cannibalism of modernity, A negra and Antropofagia serve as a starting
point to examine the mãe preta as she was ingested both by her enslavers and by history.
In his book The Delectable Negro: Human Consumption and Homoeroticism within US Slave
Culture, Vincent Woodard lays out the history of white cannibalism in the Atlantic. Long
dismissed by scholars as superstition, imagination, exaggeration, or metaphor, reports of and
anxieties about white cannibals by enslaved Africans are taken by Woodard as truth—or, at the
very least, as revealing of truth. He writes, “Such beliefs represented the captured African’s first
articulations of an intersection between themselves (their bodies, erotic life force, labor capacity,
and exoticization) and the European’s hunger for new land, physical and psychic contact with
foreign others, and a perfect state of global dominion.”6 Among the examples he gives of white
cannibalism in US slave culture are: an enslaver who “after methodically butchering and cooking
a male slave over a roiling open fire… reported to his wife ‘that he had never enjoyed himself so
well at a ball as he had enjoyed himself that evening’”; an enslaver who would “rather whip a
negro than sit down to the best dinner”; and the act of “seasoning” enslaved persons through
torture and, at times, the application of actual spices and cooking materials to their flesh. 7
Though Andrade reports the precedent for his cannibal as the stereotype of the Indigenous and/or
African cannibal, this context cannot be ignored when considering the anthropophagous force of
Andrade, Amaral, and their contemporaries. Indeed, returning to Nunes’s question, one must ask
to what extent Andrade and Amaral could appropriate or reclaim the stereotype of Indigenous
and African cannibalism, or if to even do so is yet more evidence of white ingestion of the
histories that colonialism has erased. Perhaps important in answering this question is a
reconfiguring of the cannibal modernists as mimicking the behavior not of the stereotype of the
Black or Indigenous cannibal but of the historical white cannibal, thus appropriating not the
actions of the premodern Black/Indigenous body but the flesh of that body itself.
In thinking of flesh, we can look to Hortense Spillers in her distinction established in “Mama’s
Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book” between the “body” (capable of labor) and
the “flesh” (capable of being consumed)—a distinction which is, as she writes,
the central one between captive and liberated subject-positions. In that sense,
before the “body” there is the “flesh” … Even though the European hegemonies
stole bodies… we regard this human and social irreparability as high crimes
against the flesh, as the person of African females and African males registered
the wounding. If we think of the “flesh” as a primary narrative, then we mean its
seared, divided, ripped-apartness, riveted to the ship's hole, fallen, or “escaped”
overboard.8
Thus, while, as a physical act, breastfeeding has often been talked about in terms of labor—both
productive and reproductive—I feel that this framework falls flat when thinking about forced wet
nursing in enslavement and instead posit thinking of it as a kind of being consumed.9 In thinking
in terms of white cannibalism, Woodard also employs this framework, moving beyond
discourses of exploitation for economic means and into considerations of the enslaved body as
site and fodder for the expression of the perverse “demands, hungers, and insatiable needs” of
white colonizers and enslavers. This leads him to his guiding question, which I also consider:
“How does it feel to be an energy source and foodstuff, to be consumed on the levels of body,

sex, psyche, and soul?”10 The affective dimension of this question is crucial, and it importantly
keeps us from making the mistake of harboring sentimentality or romanticism when thinking of
the mãe preta.
The scholarship on wet nursing in Brazil, particularly on its visual legacy, is sparse; however,
Kimberly Cleveland’s Black Women Slaves Who Nourished a Nation: Artistic Renderings of Wet
Nurses in Brazil (2019) offers a rare example of a full-length book on the subject. Though an
excellent work of scholarship, the title of this work itself exposes an inappropriate
sentimentality: How can one speak of “nourishment” when speaking of cannibalism? Or when
considering the “insatiable needs” of the enslaver? Cleveland’s sentimentality recalls thinkers
like Gilberto Freyre, the twentieth-century Brazilian sociologist whose influential work CasaGrande y Senzala (The Masters and the Slaves) introduced the concept of racial democracy, an
imagined post-racial utopia achieved through the miscegenation of Indigenous, Black, and white
peoples in Brazil. In this familial organizing of the country, Freyre proffered the mãe preta as the
nation’s mother, having held both Black and white children at her breast. On the subject of the
white Brazilian child nursed by a mãe preta, Freyre writes in Casa Grande y Senzala that
“through the caresses bestowed upon him by the mucama, there was revealed to him a human
kindliness greater, perhaps, than that of which whites were capable.” 11 There is a lip service paid
here to the mãe preta, a fantasized overemphasizing of her generous and caring nature, she who
so graciously gave her milk to her enslaver’s young, that reveals an overcorrection on the behalf
of the author. However, as Nunes writes in Cannibal Democracy,
It makes all the difference to the notion of mixture who is eating whom and that
miscegenation has been seen historically as a (hierarchical) process of whitening.
People of African descent are thus understood to disappear into the mixture, so
that actually existing Blacks occupy the condition of remainders. Even into the
present, Blacks are submitted to a kind of official disappearance in Brazilian
democracy and are required on the level of representation, as exemplified by the
census, to leave their blackness behind as a remainder.12
Further, at the same time that he romanticizes the generosity of the nation’s “Black mother,”
Freyre cites those “who have hinted at the possibility that the inclination to colored women to be
observed in the son of the family in slave-holding countries is a development out of the intimate
relations of the white child with its Negro wet-nurse.”13 Freyre’s euphemistic language belies a
reality of systemic and systematic rape: the mãe preta is ingested but is not incorporated into an
image of Brazil—either of the modern (Andrade) or democratic (Freyre) fiction. Instead, she is
forced to attend to a further hunger—the sexual appetite of the white child who becomes
enslaver and thus exercises his power over the enslaved women in his terroristic reign. The
family structure of racial democracy is thus complicated by the introduction of the incestual
dynamic of the white enslaver who associates his predilection for raping and torturing enslaved
women with his nursing at the breast of a mãe preta.14 How can we label such a seed as
generosity, as nourishment? Marcus Wood describes this cycle more generally in Black Milk:
Imagining Slavery in the Visual Cultures of Brazil and America, writing,
Black milk, slave mother’s milk, was stolen in vast, unknown, incalculable
quantities as generation after generation of white infants ‘drank and drank’ from
the nipples of the ‘Mammy’ and Mãe Preta. For four centuries this black milk

sustained the progeny of the slave power, which is to say the blood of fertile black
women, turned into milk, built up the bodies of the white infants who had been
propagated by the slave power. The little white bodies were born and bred in their
turn to rule over the slave body with absolute power. 15
To this complication in “nourishment” we may further add the dynamic of the irmãos-de-leite
(brothers-by-milk) or irmãos-de-peito (brothers-by-breast)—or, in Freyre’s loving terms, “fosterbrothers at the breast of their Negro nurse.” 16 These terms invoke an image of two children, one
Black and one white, feeding equally at the breast, one held tenderly in each arm of their shared
mother. However, this image is again a fantasy; in actuality, the white charge was often
prioritized over the enslaved woman’s Black biological baby. In the article “From Mãe Preta to
Mãe Desamparada: Maternity and Public Health in Post-Abolition Bahia,” Okezi T. Otovo
writes that “for wet-nurses, patrons held the power to decide whether or not they would have
sufficient time to care for their own infants in addition to their charges—the symbolic fraternity
between white and black children suckled at the same breast, the ‘irmãos de peito,’
notwithstanding.”17 The result of this power was a conflict displaced onto the Black mother—
and thus in turn onto the Black child—of how to ensure proper nutrition for the mãe preta’s own
baby.
In “Between Two Beneditos: Enslaved Wet-Nurses amid Slavery’s Decline in Southeast Brazil,”
Maria Helena Pereira Toledo Machado tells the story of one wet nurse whose conflict between
her own child and her white charge played out in court. In 1886, Ambrosina, an enslaved woman
in Paraiba Valley in southeast Brazil, was accused of murdering her white charge, two-monthold Benedito (who shared a name with her own son) after his asphyxiation. Though the stakes of
the case make clear that the mãe preta’s survival was entangled in her charge’s—meaning that a
wet nurse would hardly dare harm a white child in her care—Ambrosina still had to appeal to a
fantasy of generosity and care. 18 In the court proceedings, she “said that she so esteemed the boy
that her own son only breastfed from her the respondent at nighttime nursing from a bottle during
the day, so that there would not lack breast milk for the child.” Machado thus rightly asks: “What
was occurring with black Benedito, kept on a bottle? Was his milk being boiled? If not, we may
assume that little black Benedito suffered from recurrent indigestion, diarrhea, and dehydration,
problems that can be fatal for a babe in arms… Beyond the fact that he was nursing, nothing was
recorded regarding his physical condition, if he was healthy or not, if he cried out of hunger and
lack of care.”19
In this way, the Black child was also cannibalized in the act of wet nursing. As Woodard notes,
starvation exists also on the spectrum of consumption, as the body begins to consume itself from
the inside out: “Though not necessarily made to consume his or her own broiled flesh, the
emaciated slave still embodied a condition of daily and incremental self-consumption.”20 Despite
the stereotype of the African cannibal that Andrade and Amaral drew upon, the greatest
anthropophagy present in enslaved Brazilians was an auto-anthropophagy, as the body turned
inward to feed upon its own reserves, fat, and muscle. These cells, however, were ultimately
consumed by the enslaver; as Woodard continues, “In commercial terms, the slave’s emaciated
body translated into the blood and flesh currencies of social stature, increased wealth, and
spiritual dominion for the master. Quite literally, the master held within his hands the powers of
life and death.”21

Despite the enslaver’s alchemical ability to translate blood and flesh into currency, it was the
Black body that was assigned preternatural power. Machado cites that the ignoring of the Black
child went hand-in-hand with a belief that the child was not being harmed due to an assignment
of superhuman qualities to the Black body, a hallmark of enslavement and its aftermaths in the
Atlantic. Beginning with the mother, despite being “understood as having been marked by
innumerable intrinsic more and physical defects,” writes Machado, Black wet nurses
“nevertheless were thought to produce abundant amounts of nutritious milk, because the very
blackness that indicated the foregoing failings was also understood as evidence of their
‘sanguinary’ type and overall robustness.” She further cites an 1890 children’s book, Mammy’s
Baby, in which a white child, left alone for just a moment, cries in complete bewilderment. The
very next stanza depicts a black child who, left completely alone amid tables and chairs, laughs
amusedly and ‘never needs caring for.’”22 Thus, the Black child also experienced what Woodard
describes as “mother hunger—the sense of being orphaned from the nation, the desire for
intimate belonging,” which left the child “vulnerable (through the disruption of male/female
conjugal unions and familial support systems) to processes of social consumption,” even if they
were safe from literal physical consumption by their white “brother.” 23 Spillers describes this
vulnerability as a kind of “kinlessness,” writing,
The enslaved person as property identifies the most familiar element of a most
startling proposition. But to overlap kinlessness on the requirements of property
might enlarge our view of the conditions of enslavement… Certainly if “kinship”
were possible, the property relations would be undermined, since the offspring
would then “belong” to a mother and a father. In the system that Douglass
articulates, genetic reproduction becomes, then, not an elaboration of the lifeprinciple in its cultural overlap, but an extension of the boundaries of proliferating
properties.24
In turn, this “kinlessness” was used as evidence for separating Black mother and child, both
during slavery and following abolition. 25 In the essay “Bad Mothers, Labouring Children:
Emancipation, Tutelage and Motherhood in São Paulo in the Last Decades of the Nineteenth
Century,” Marília Bueno de Araujo Ariza details the practice of service provision contracts used
by enslavers to claim legal authority over formerly enslaved children in immediately postabolition Brazil. During this time, the Orphans’ Court in São Paulo oversaw many cases brought
forth by enslavers to obtain legal guardianship over the children of the women they formerly
enslaved by citing the interest of the children. The children, if the court decided in the favor of
the plaintiff (as if often did), became laborers under the guise of care, working only for room,
board—in other words, as Ariza notes, the “basic provisions to keep workers working”—a
promised salary to be received upon a certain age (that was often never paid), and education—
though “in the vast majority of cases, [this] meant educating youngsters in domestic skills, or, for
the few most fortunate, in crafts and commercial activities with a view to the formation of a
disciplined labor reserve.”26 The cannibalism of wet nursing contributes here to the continued
dehumanization and marginalization of the Black child even following abolition, as the very
conditions that wet nursing—and enslavement at large—created were used as justification to
continue the separation of mother and child as the latter was subsumed into a workforce, both
remaining “an energy source and foodstuff… consumed on the levels of body, sex, psyche, and
soul.”27

Indeed, to highlight the difference between the mãe preta’s wet nursing and breastfeeding by a
white woman, even of a child not her own, a rare reported case of race-reversed wet nursing
served as evidence for the plaintiff in the case between Tristão Siqueira and the formerly
enslaved Theresa; according to Siqueira, his wife “deeply cherished the children, so much (and
by that he meant so much more than Theresa) that she had even breastfed them herself.”28 Wet
nursing in this instance offered Senhora Siqueira a legal claim to the child that would never be
offered to the mãe preta; the milk of the latter, even if named as generosity, was taken forcefully
through believed right, and she was not even granted familial relation to her biological children,
either in enslavement or post-abolition. In Monstrous Intimacies: Making Post-Slavery Subjects,
Christina Sharpe writes that in “the ways that lines of filiation and kinship ran for the enslaved,
for mammy, not for mother… neither blood nor milk ensured familiarity.”29 As Otovo writes,
this played out in Black and brown mothers in post-abolition Bahia being “at times asked to
provide breast milk for the local human milk dispensary in return for welfare support,” but, in
addition, even breastfeeding one’s own children was seen as “providing a service to the nation.”
In this view, the “children belonged as much to the state as to their own mothers because of the
future utility of their labor for industry, agriculture, and warfare… By providing breast milk for
the dispensary or nursing their own little future laborers, black and brown women’s bodies had a
public utility that was not ascribed to white women due to both color and class.” 30 Even after the
abolition of enslavement in Brazil, the Black child was viewed not as a future citizen or future
subject, but as a future worker—indeed, as always already a worker, ready to have their flesh
transformed into economy for the nation. This adds the breast—and the milk it contains—to the
linkage Christina Sharpe finds among
the Middle Passage, the coffle, and, I add to the argument, the birth canal[;] we
can see how each has functioned separately and collectively over time to
dis/figure Black maternity, to turn the womb into a factory producing blackness as
abjection much like the slave ship’s hold and the prison, and turning the birth
canal into another domestic Middle Passage with Black mothers, after the end of
legal hypodescent, still ushering their children into their condition; their
non/status, their non/being-ness.31
In this framework, the breast becomes a factory, as well, producing not only the product of breast
milk but moreover the product of laborers, the cells in milk incorporated into Black bodies then
transformed into “blood and flesh currencies” for the nation, with Black subjecthood still, even
post-Emancipation, relegated to the margins.
One of the most famous images of Brazilian post-Emancipation branqueamento, the official
national policy of collective whitening, 32 is Modesto Brocos’s 1895 painting, A Redenção de
Cam (Ham’s Redemption). In this painting, a dark-skinned Black grandmother sends her praise
and thanks into the heavens for the birth of a white child. The difference in color between
grandmother and baby is stark, with the child even whiter than his white father. The
grandmother, shoeless, is marked as a slave; her grandson, born in the immediate wake of
abolition, bears both the legal and phenotypical markings of “freedom.” Though the presence of
the daughter/mother implies a narrative of kinship, to remove her from the scene would leave the
viewer with two figures almost impossible to visually integrate. The grandchild bears no kinship
resemblance to his grandmother; together, they read more as a mãe preta and white charge than
as biological family. With the turning of the enslaved nurse into the mãe preta, the universal

Black mother of a nation, she was, in actuality, robbed of her actual kinship ties—whether
literally through the forced abandonment of her own child, symbolically through the kinlessness
with which Spillers identifies the slave is infused, or visually through the racialized
differentiation between the idealized Black foremother and the idealized white progeny. The
foregrounding of the illusion of kinship as contained in the title of mãe preta serves to
camouflage the multivalent breaking of kinship ties behind the scenes—that the Black “mother”
becomes mother in name only, as her flesh is consumed by her white charge and her reality
consumed by the annals of a history constructed in hindsight, as her progeny begins to bear no
resemblance to her. Having been turned in life from body to flesh, she is turned in history into a
symbol.
This symbol was taken up by the city of São Paulo in one of their most well-known pieces of
public art, Júlio Guerra’s Monumento Mãe Preta (1955) in Largo do Paissandu (Figure 4). The
monument came after a decades-long campaign to honor the mãe preta, beginning in 1926 after
Cândido de Campos, a white editor of one of Rio’s newspapers, declared that Brazil should
“glorify the black race” using the wet nurse as a symbol.33 São Paulo’s newspapers joined this
call only two years later, though this time by the Black press. The campaign lost steam, however,
until the early 1950s, when the 220 Club in São Paulo strategized a push for a monument to the
mãe preta coinciding with the upcoming IV Centenary of the city that would run from January
1954 to January 1955; the monument was officially unveiled on January 23, 1955, as part of the
Centenary’s official closing events. 34 Guerra’s monument is notably modernist. His mãe preta is
a colossus; her back is broad, her hands, feet, and breasts almost swollen in their mass. Her face
is flattened, her hair helmet-like in its structure; her eyes are set far apart around a broad nose,
and her lips are large. In contrast, her white charge is delicate, with a fully rounded head, evenset eyes, sculpted cheekbones, and well-modeled hair. Her features are a caricature; his,
however, are reminiscent of a Renaissance baby Christ, his tiny body dwarfed in her hands as he
claws at her breast. Cast in the same material, Guerra, a white sculptor, relied on exaggerated
features to mark racial difference.

Figure 4. Júlio Guerra, Monumento Mãe Preta, 1955. Bronze and granite, 2.2 m × 2.6 m ×
1.6 m, São Paulo. With details comparing the face of the mãe preta to that of her charge.
Images courtesy of José Jorge Peralta and Fabio Panico.

Though the modeling of the mãe preta can be read as a modernist aesthetic, the classical features
of the white baby challenge this interpretation. And it is this depiction, and the violences of
modernism that it exposed, that Black critics took issue with. José Correia Leite, a Black militant
who had been active in the campaign in the 1920s, said in 1992,

To make [the monument] they chose a modernist sculptor who made that which is
there. Even today I am against it. If it were a white woman it wouldn't be
permitted for an artist to create a deformed figure like that… Why do an
enormous black woman, when everybody knows that a black woman like that
wouldn't enter into the big house to nurse the owner's child with that big foot? …
They chose their housemaids carefully. They needed to be very pretty, very clean,
very correct. Why do an enormous black woman like that? 35
Why, indeed? Considering the difference between the styles used to portray the wet nurse and
her charge, as well as Correia Leite’s observation that a “black woman like that wouldn't enter
into the big house,” Guerra’s decision to model the mãe preta as he did seems to go beyond only
a modernist motivation.36 Instead, there is a visual dissonance here that hearkens back to A
Redenção de Cam—the viewer is left with the impression that for this mãe preta, the title of
“Black mother” is only a title, as this woman could never beget the child she holds. The
distinction for Guerra seems to be clear: one is human, the other only fleshy clay.
I would like to proffer another lineage for this statue: with her “pendulous lips” and “heavy
breasts,” the resemblance to A negra—itself the most famous example of Brazilian modernism—
is striking, and it brings the painting’s own history with the breastfeeding mãe pretas of
Amaral’s childhood into the fore. In November 1928, just a few months after the publishing of
the “Manifesto Antropófago,” the Revista de Antropofagia opened its seventh issue with an
opinion by Antonio de Alcantara Machado decrying the campaign for a monument to the mãe
preta. To erect one, he wrote, would set a precedent for a proliferation of others, “one for each
race. Then one for each nationality. The tribute would cause a competition of the races, of
origins, even types of milk. Ultimately, the makers of condensed milk would also demand a
statue and rightly so.”37 It’s a telling statement that goes beyond only cautioning against the
elevation of one race over the other. Rather, it becomes clear that Machado—and by extension
the Revista de Antropofagia—view the wet nurse in the same vein as condensed milk:
readymade foodstuff ripe for the taking, disembodied flesh to be consumed.
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ecofeminism(s):
A Closer Look at Ana Mendieta’s Bacayu (Light of Day)
CATRIONA REID
YORK UNIVERSITY
“Allá quando se muere la tierra que nos cubre habla”
(In Cuba when you die / the earth that covers you / Speaks)
—Ana Mendieta, 1981
A solitary photograph by Cuban artist Ana Mendieta hangs on the far wall of the Thomas Erben
Gallery, a modest-sized gallery in New York’s Chelsea art district, in June 2020. The
photograph, entitled Bacayu (Light of Day) [1981/2019], is part of ecofeminism(s): an exhibition
showcasing the development of ecofeminist art through a selection of cutting-edge works created
by sixteen women artists between 1970 and 2020. Incised into limestone from a natural cave and
outlined with coal-like pigment, the photograph renders visible the contour of a female form
amidst the rugged landscape from which it derives. Like her famed Silueta series (1973-80),
Mendieta references her body in Bacayu while remaining visibly absent; the work’s eventual
decay subverts the tradition of permanence characteristic of land art. As site-specific earthwork,
photograph, and performance, Bacayu, (and much of Mendieta’s oeuvre) exists between genres,
evading categorization. Using various feminisms: ecofeminism, postcolonial feminism, and poststructural feminism, in conjunction with a critical curatorial approach, I will argue the inclusion
of Bacayu within ecofeminism(s) highlights the importance of absence, ephemerality, and
uncategorizably for present-day (eco)feminist art.
I do not intend for this essay to serve as an additional piece of biographical writing on
Mendieta’s already well-documented career. Rather, I aim to examine Mendieta’s place within a
contemporary exhibition of women artists whose works recount the development of ecofeminism
and eco-art. Not only do I seek to tell a brief history of ecofeminist artists that is ongoing, but I
also situate Mendieta’s practice within a new category, among a new group of artists carefully
selected by ecofeminism(s)’s curator, Monika Fabijanska.
The term “ecofeminism” first appeared in 1974 in Le féminisme ou la mort by the activist and
writer Françoise d’Eaubonne and came into use during the second-wave feminist movement of
the 1970s.1 It is both a theoretical and activist movement that draws from ecology and seeks to
end the oppression of women and nature by patriarchal systems. Ecofeminism has various
definitions which continue to evolve today. For Janis Birkeland, an ecofeminist environmental
planner, ecofeminism is “the logical conclusion of feminism that ‘theorizes the interrelations
among self, societies, and nature.’”2 More broadly, author and art critic Eleanor Heartney claims
“ecofeminism needs to be thought of as a philosophy of interconnectivity” between all living
things.3 Above all, Nancy Howell, professor of Theology and Philosophy of Religion, writes that
ecofeminism “recognizes that historical ideological association of women and nature has not
been advantageous for either women or nature.”4
Bacayu (Figure 1) is one of several cave sculptures Mendieta made as part of her Esculturas
Rupestres (Rupestrian Sculptures) series during her first visit back to her native Cuba in July of

1981, almost thirty years prior to the opening of ecofeminism(s).5 For this series, Mendieta
carved ten female silhouettes inspired by Taíno goddesses, the pre-Columbian inhabitants of the
West Indies, into various natural caves in Jaruco State Park in Havana, Cuba.6 At the particular
site where Bacayu was created, the limestone was much harder, and Mendieta was searching for
shapes that already existed in the stone rather than carving directly into the cave walls. Bacayu
differs from the rest of the series for this reason. Mendieta then painted over her etched lines in a
deep black pigment and photographed each of the works in high contrast black and white film
using a medium format camera.7 Foliage creeps around the anthropomorphic form of Bacayu,
propped up at an angle at the center of the photograph. Stark daylight hits both the figure and the
rocks behind it, creating a dialogue between the sculpture and the materiality of its surrounding
environment. According to Mendieta’s niece, who gave a talk as part of the online programming
for ecofeminism(s), “the larger camera allowed her to, for the first time, present her work at the
size she wanted, in a way that felt like you were there.”8 The scale of the photographs can be
seen in an image where Mendieta stands with another sculpture, Guabancex (1982), at the first
exhibition of the Rupestrian Sculptures at A.I.R. Gallery only months after the series was
created.9 The silhouette carved into the cave wall is about the same size as Mendieta’s small
frame.
Early ecofeminist art took root in the 1960s when women began to take action against their
exclusion from the male-dominated art market.10 Alongside conceptual art and spiritual
feminism, ecofeminist art emerged as an experimental sub-category of creative expression,
pushing beyond the confines of the gallery walls.11 Broad in historical scope yet thematically
precise, ecofeminism(s), curated by art historian Monika Fabijanska, brought together “pioneers”
of ecofeminist art such as Agnes Denes, Barbara Kruger, and Betsy Damon, and a new
generation of artists like Mary Mattingly, Carla Maldonado, and Jessica Segall. 12 Damon’s The
Memory of Clean Water (1985), a monumental cast of the dried Castle Creek riverbed in Utah
dominates one wall; black and white photographs from Denes’ performance Rice/Tree/Burial
(1977-79), the first piece by a female artist associated with environmentalism, hangs
inconspicuously to its right. Fabijanska includes these works and Kruger’s exhibition catalog We
Won’t Play Our Nature to Your Culture (1983), to accompany Bacayu as foundational early
ecofeminist works. In her curatorial statement, Fabijanska notes that the political climate of the
early 1970s were charged with “growing concerns about limited resources, nuclearization,
pollution, and over-population” which encouraged “new artistic languages” to come to the fore. 13
As such, Fabijanska asks us to consider the following question: “If the ecofeminist art of the
1970s and 1980s was largely defined by Goddess art, ritual performances, ... and feminist land
art, what makes female environmental artists working today ecofeminists?”14
Challenges arise when attempting to synthesize ecofeminist artistic practice: Fabijanska notes
she struggled to “separate” the works in the exhibition from “Goddess art.”15 Meanwhile,
curatorial decisions were also made to open the exhibition to broader definitions. In her review
for Flash Art, Linda Weintraub writes, “The lower case ‘e’ in the title provides insight into the
curatorial premise….Fabijanska...employed this linguistic device to acknowledge that the term
‘ecofeminism’ may be too disparate to merit capitalizing as an art movement.”16 Thus,
Fabijanska makes an effort not to define the term ‘ecofeminism’ as it is used in the exhibition,
and instead lists four characteristics of ecofeminist art:

1. Subscription to the notion of spiritual feminism which proposes to end the dualism
between nature and culture, body and mind, male and female, and traditional gender
roles.
2. Rooting in the understanding that the abuse of women, native people, and nature are
all grounded in the same patriarchal philosophy and religion.
3. Radical opposition to painting and monumentalism motivated by the rejection of
women by the art market and inspired by ecological consciousness.
4. Abandonment of traditional art spaces in favor of creating works in situ.17
Noting how conceptions of gender have changed drastically since the 1970s, Fabijanska states
ecofeminism(s) was conceived as a research project: rather than proposing one answer to what
ecofeminism could be, she instead extends an invitation “to contemplate what women were
saying fifty years ago [about gender] that we maybe did not listen to.”18 This framework, which
serves as a technology of curation, “is particularly resonant in the era of the #MeToo Movement
and Climate Change”; ecofeminist values become particularly relevant within today’s political
climate.19 But what does Fabijanska’s framework include and exclude from the exhibition? It is
possible her framework would omit earlier works by Mendieta such as Untitled (Rape Scene)
which does not place woman’s association with nature at the center of its narrative. Using
Bacayu as an entry point, I build on Fabijanska’s ongoing research project. The curation of
Bacayu concerning the works in its immediate proximity in the gallery, and relative to the other
artists in the exhibition, situate her work within the history of ecofeminist art, as well as the
ecological and political climate of the present day.
Within ecofeminism(s), Bacayu was placed on the wall behind Cedar Forest (1989), the
minimalist sculptural work of Turkish artist Bilge Friedlaender, who shares a similar biography
of exile with Mendieta. Mendieta’s life was marked by a tumultuous upbringing. Born in Havana
in 1948, Mendieta and her sister were sent to the United States by their parents as part of
Operation Peter Pan, a program that rescued Cuban children from the Castro Revolution.20 After
moving between foster homes and boarding schools for many years, Mendieta enrolled in the
Multimedia and Video Arts Program at the University of Iowa where she studied under German
American artist Hans Breder and experimented with body art, earth art, video, photography, and
performance.21 There, she created Untitled (Rape Scene) (1973), a performance and series of
photographs made in response to the rape and murder of a student at her university, and one of
her first works to directly engage with violence against women. After graduating, she would
make New York her home, working in circles which included the conceptualist writer and critic
Lucy Lippard, her close friend Carolee Schneemann, Mary Beth Edelson of A.I.R. Gallery, and
Minimalist artist Carl Andre, whom she later married.22 In 1981 Mendieta was finally permitted
to return to Cuba where she carved the Rupestrian Sculptures. Similarly, Friedlaender created
Cedar Forest for the Istanbul Biennial as representative of her return to Turkey after forty years
in the United States23 Fabijanska intentionally places the work of Friedlaender and Mendieta in
dialogue in ecofeminism(s) to highlight their biographies. In 1985, at age 36, Mendieta fell to her
death from the 34th floor of her Mercer Street apartment in Manhattan.24 Tried and acquitted, it
has never been known for certain if Andre pushed her.

Mendieta’s life and work have been studied and written about extensively. The breadth of
material on Mendieta is likely the result of the influence of coinciding movements of
performance art, land art, body art, conceptualism, feminism, and minimalism in her work,
which allows for it to be written about in various subject areas of art history.25 However,
according to Olga Viso, curator of “Ana Mendieta: Earth Body, Sculpture and Performance
1972-1985,” “her story has never been presented objectively.”26 Much of the scholarship on
Mendieta centers around her ruptured childhood, marriage to Andre, and tragic death, which has
contributed to the sensationalism of Mendieta’s career. She chose the location of the Rupestrian
Sculptures due to its rich history as both an important site during the civil war, and for
Indigenous worship, and wanted to inscribe her own story within the landscape as well. 27 By
etching out land once subject to the political unrest of the Castro Revolution, and naming the
sculptures in the series after the goddesses of Taíno, Mendieta places her identity and the
Indigenous people of Cuba at the center of her work.
The main criticism of ecofeminism (and ecofeminist art) is that it is essentialist. The theory
aligns women with nature, and in many ways reinforces the male-female binary. Ecofeminist
writer, scholar, and activist Greta Gaard writes, “Many believed ecofeminism would become
feminism’s ‘third wave,’ building on and transforming the anthropocentric critiques of first- and
second-wave feminisms with an ecological perspective.”28 This was not the case. Despite its
interdisciplinary foundations and breadth of definitions, ecofeminism became reduced by
poststructuralist and other third-wave feminisms to merely an essentialist outlook equating
women with nature.29
It is rather easy to read Bacayu and much of Mendieta’s work as essentialist. Throughout her
career, Mendieta was heavily inspired by the visual culture of African, Afro-Cuban, and Taíno
Afro-Cuban religiosity, and using this language, she frequently aligned the female body with the
earth.30 The Rupestrian Sculptures represent Mendieta’s desire to “return to the maternal
breasts” of her homeland; several of the caves even have a reddish interior from the limestone,
arguably tying them to the womb of the maternal body.31 For Mark Cheetham and Elizabeth
Harvey, professors of Art History and English at the University of Toronto, these factors cause
us to read the carvings “as references to a universal maternal presence.”32 In their text “Obscure
Imaginings: Visual Culture and the Anatomy of Caves”, Cheetham and Harvey put forth an
argument that furthers an essentialist reading of not only the Rupestrian Sculptures, but of
Mendieta's earlier Silueta series as well. They write, “we now consider Mendieta’s Rupestrian
Sculptures and her Silueta series in relation to the Kristevan anterior cave...and to Irigaray’s call
to represent the unsymbolizable mother-daughter relationship [….] She simultaneously invokes
the materiality of the earth and the female body.”33 On the other hand, art historian Ellen Tepfer
calls for a re-examination of the feminist work of Mendieta in order to illuminate the problems
of the essentialism/anti-essentialism binary.34 Tepfer notes that due to her engagement with
imagery of the “Great Goddess”, Mendieta has been assigned an essentialist role within feminist
art history; her work is too often grouped with essentialist “goddess” works like the Fertile
Goddess plate in Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party (1974–1979).35 Mendieta avoided being
categorized in precisely this way, and by placing Bacayu within ecofeminism(s), Fabijanska
attempts to separate her work from Goddess art once and for all.
In her text “Ana Mendieta and Carl Andre: Duet of Leaf and Stone,” independent curator Laura
Roulet describes Mendieta as a “vanguard artist of multiculturalism who criticized American

feminism for being ‘basically a white middle-class movement,’ which failed to recognize women
of color.”36 Denouncing the overt whiteness of second-wave feminism, Mendieta felt isolated
and tokenized within New York’s feminist artist circles due to her ethnic identity, something that
Roulet argues may have encouraged her to give up her membership at A.I.R. Gallery.37 Despite
being born into a “white” Cuban family, Mendieta’s lived experience as a displaced child in the
U.S. “made her feel anything but white,” and she likely felt the repercussions of women’s
exclusion from galleries more so than her white female contemporaries.38 Furthermore, art
historian Susan Best names Mendieta a subscriber to essentialist “feminized nature” which she
utilizes innovatively: not only to condemn patriarchal culture but to resist “colonialist
conceptions of land and territory.”39 In this vein, it may be advantageous to understand
Mendieta’s oeuvre using postcolonial feminist philosopher and literary theorist, Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak’s notion of strategic essentialism.
According to Raksha Pande, Professor of Geography at Newcastle University, strategic
essentialism “can be understood as a deconstructive strategy of representation that involves
taking the risk of adopting an essentialist position with respect to identity categories...in order to
mobilize a collective consciousness for achieving a set of chosen political ends.”40 For Spivak,
the use of essentialism becomes strategic because it is “self-conscious.”41 In other words, the
intentional, temporary use of essentialism can drive home arguments put forth by advocates of
multiculturalism, feminism, and other identity-based movements.42 Although Spivak no longer
finds strategic essentialism productive, claiming that “like most strategies…it has served its
purpose,” adopting a strategic essentialist standpoint when studying Mendieta’s work not only
illuminates her desire to criticize oversights of second-wave feminism, it also reveals how she
may have been employing essentialist dualisms to make a larger statement about her experience
of displacement, her tokenization as a Latina artist, and the feeling of returning home.43
In her article “Francesca Woodman’s Photography: Death and the Image One More Time,”
Peggy Phelan includes a quote by the art critic Rosalind Krauss, who asks, “is it possible to
photograph something that doesn’t exist?”44 Though Mendieta and Woodman came from very
different backgrounds, they share several intriguing biographical and practice-based similarities:
both were working during feminism’s second wave, engaged with elements of performance,
spent time in Rome, were enraptured by mysticism, angels, and deities, and both died
prematurely in New York in the early 1980s.45 Their deaths have been treated very differently —
the mystery of Mendieta’s death tends to saturate all discussion of her career, while Woodman’s
suicide has been tip-toed around by Krauss and Abigail Solomon-Godeau.46
Writing in the year Bacayu was created (also the year of Woodman’s death), Roland Barthes
suggests in Camera Lucida that portrait photography “creates a rehearsal for death.”47 If
Mendieta’s Rupestrian Sculptures draw any similarity to her earlier Silueta series, in that the
silhouettes are modeled off her female form, one might argue her photographs of the carvings
can be understood as portraits of Mendieta herself. Best claims the Siluetas series “is not just
concerned with traces of the body or the absence of the body...but it also includes the body
itself.”48 For Tepfer, Mendieta’s Siluetas are often “read as an eerie foreshadowing of her dead
body lying still” after falling from her apartment window, allegedly at the hands of her husband,
Carl Andre.49 Furthermore, for Barthes “a photograph inserts the past within the present” and the
simultaneous presence of past and present within a photograph “links it with theatre.”50 Its
theatricality comes from the viewer’s ability to see and be seen by the dead. 51 In ecofeminism(s),

Fabijanska inserts Mendieta’s now-historical work within the context of a contemporary
exhibition, and like photography’s theatricality, allows the “future viewer” to address, and be
addressed, by Mendieta’s absence through death.52
The act of vanishing serves as a powerful tool in feminist art. As a post-structural feminist,
Phelan’s essay reveals Woodman and Mendieta’s shared success in staging “disappearing acts,”
and their refusal to be summoned to “be still” for the male gaze.53 Woodman negates the
spectator’s gaze in Some Disordered Interior Geometries (1981) (Figure 2) while seeking out a
“gaze that might help her square the unsolved equations on which she stages these images.” 54
Similar to Mendieta’s placement of female silhouettes with cavernous sites, Woodman too
photographed herself climbing inside walls, headstones, and caves, to flee from the frame, from
herself, and the viewer’s gaze.55 In addition to ghostly visions of female goddesses or her
silhouette, Mendieta’s Rupestrian Sculptures are “phantom vehicles for a history of a
disappeared people.”56
Not only does Mendieta negate the male gaze through the absence of her body, but the
ephemerality of her sculptures also subverts the tradition of permanence established by (male)
Land artists before her. As ephemeral ritualistic performances, Mendieta’s earlier Silueta series,
and the Rupestrian Sculptures too, were intended to disappear. However, the Rupestrian
Sculptures have been afforded longer — but not quite eternal — lives in stone. Mendieta’s desire
for her works to return to the earth, to leave no trace, differs from the motives of Robert
Smithson, Michael Heizer, and other Land artists working in the U.S. throughout the 1970s and
80s. Mendieta was known to have drawn inspiration from Smithson in particular — introduced
to his work while at the University of Iowa.57 According to Cheetham and Harvey, the most
influential element of Smithson’s work for Mendieta’s oeuvre “is his theory of the ‘non-site’, a
place once occupied by something but which is emptied in the wake of its excavation or
quarrying.”58 In Mendieta’s case, the “entropic landscape is marked by loss, exile, eviction,” and
for Cheetham and Harvey, “it is this sense of vestige and loss, rather than a sense of reunion with
the national or maternal body, that distinguishes both the Silueta series and the Rupestrian
Sculptures.”59 The latter persist, for they signify a long-awaited reunion, one Mendieta likely
wanted to prolong for as long as the earth would allow.60
Rather than moving 6,000 tons of earth as Smithson did for Spiral Jetty (1970) or spending over
50 years constructing Heizer’s City (1970-ongoing), Mendieta and other female land artists in
ecofeminism(s) like Damon and Denes demonstrate an appreciation and respect for the earth. 61 In
line with Fabijanska’s aforementioned framework, these artists abandoned the gallery space in
favor of creating site-specific works. Mendieta's environmentally friendly earth art persists today
as a new branch of environmental art called eco art, represented in ecofeminism(s) in more recent
works such as Mary Mattingly’s performance, Life of Objects (2013) (Figure 3) in which she
pushes her belongings through the streets to critique the mass-production of consumer goods.
Like Mendieta’s oeuvre, Mattingly’s performance, documented in photos and a film, sits astride
genres such as sculpture, film, and photography.
If we view land art as the result of a type of performance, one that is created with the body at a
particular site, then Mendieta’s performances are often too fleeting, too impermanent to be
comparable to the impenetrable structures of Smithson and Heizer. Arguably, the Rupestrian
Sculptures turn this trend upside down. Feminist philosopher Mariana Ortega claims the incision

in stone of the Rupestrian Sculptures exhibits more permanence relative to Mendieta’s other
works.62 For example, the passing between states of completeness in Mendieta’s Siluetas series
might be understood as representative of her identity in exile and the in-betweenness she felt
throughout her life.63 However, Viso notes that despite the use and reference to her body in her
earthworks, despite their performative nature, Mendieta did not view her works as
‘performance,’ particularly because “she did not require an audience or public platform for the
work to be activated or completed.”64 And although Mendieta “drew from land and
performance art... she was clear that her work was neither.”65 In resisting categorization by
crossing disciplines, she is awarded a legacy of disputes over categorization. Mendieta’s
intentionally absent body and refusal to be categorized persists beyond her death as a powerful
protest.
But after all this time, do the Rupestrian Sculptures still exist? This is the question researchbased artist Elise Rasmussen found herself asking in 2011 after reading sources from the
Guggenheim Museum, Cuban scholar José Quiroga, and the Ludwig Foundation from the
mid2000s which stated the sculptures had been destroyed.66 In 2012, Rasmussen traveled to
Cuba in search of the sculptures, or at least some remnant of their existence. To her surprise, she
found several of the works, including Bacayu, to be very much intact. The result is Finding Ana
(2012)
(Figure 4), a series of large-scale color photographs of the caves at Jaruco. Aware of
Rasmussen’s project, the Estate of Ana Mendieta finally requested that the Guggenheim change
the language on their website to include the correct information in the Spring of 2020. This
project reveals discrepancies in authoritative literature on Mendieta, which has no doubt
influenced public perception about the impermanence of the Rupestrian Sculptures for almost
two decades.67
Nonetheless, the sculptures will disappear in time, and all that will remain are the photographs to
document the work’s existence in stone. Tepfer writes, “Mendieta used the effect of the
photographic image to transform the moment of the temporary structure into something still and
permanent, while at the same time insisting on its transiency and imminent disappearance.”68
Like many Land and performance artists, Mendieta relied on photographs to serve as both
documentation and display of her work. Due to its dimensions and date of production, Bacayu is
likely a gelatin silver print — an analogous process involving the use of chemicals and elements
that speak to the natural subject matter in the image. The possibility also exists that this is an
archival inkjet print, entailing a highly automated development process that is at odds with the
materiality of the original work. It is difficult to be certain without viewing the photograph in
situ, and Mendieta’s estate does not specify.
Although ecofeminism emerged more than fifty years ago, it remains one of the lesser-known
areas of contemporary art.69 The strategies of absence, ephemerality, and a reluctance to be
categorized, employed by Mendieta, persist in the work of today’s generation of ecofeminist
artists. Not only does Bacayu exemplify ecofeminism’s early foundations, but Mendieta’s
biography and uncategorizability also reverberate throughout the exhibition. The desire to exist
beyond conventional categories of art is precisely what Fabijanska’s curatorial framework
signals. Using Spivak’s postcolonial feminism and Phelan’s post-structural feminism to analyze
Bacayu makes it clear that “radical opposition” and “abandonment” are part of Mendieta’s
playbook. The timing of ecofeminism(s) is no coincidence. As the climate remains in crisis and

a global pandemic rages, Fabijanska invites us “to contemplate what women were saying fifty
years ago that we maybe did not listen to,” encouraging us to remember ecofeminism’s
foundations and recognize its value for the present moment.70
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Curatorial Studies. Her research interests include cartography, studies of the Anthropocene, and
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Figures

Figure 1. Ana Mendieta, Bacayu (Esculturas Rupestres) [Light of Day (Rupestrian Sculptures)],
1981/2019, Black and white photograph, edition 2/3 + 2AP, 40 x 55 inches. © The Estate of Ana
Mendieta Collection, LLC. Courtesy Galerie Lelong & Co.

Figure 2. Francesca Woodman, Some Disordered Interior Geometries, New York, 1980-81. Artist's
book with 16 gelatin silver prints, 22.9 x 16.5 cm. Courtesy George and Betty Woodman © George
and Betty Woodman.

Figure 3. Mary Mattingly, Production still from the series “New York Close Up” © Art21, Inc. 2013.
Cinematography: Rafael Salazar Moreno. Courtesy of Wesley Miller/ Art21.

Figure 4. Elise Rasmussen, Photograph of Ana Mendieta’s Esculturas Rupestres (Rupestrian
Sculptures), Jaruco Park, Cuba, 2012”, C-Print, 48 x 63 inches, 2012-1

ARTIST SPOTLIGHT ON RANRAN FAN.
RANRAN FAN, MFA, and ELEANOR KANE, PhD CANDIDATE
UNIVERSITY OF NEW MEXICO

"触 Brutally Sensitive,” site specific Installation: Real-time interactive video projection, Inkjet
Prints, Fabric, Vinyl; 2022.
My practice centers around inventing interactive systems. They are solutions addressing issues I
have encountered due to my political, cultural, and sexual identity. I designed an encryption system
that transforms my social media posts into visual puzzles, as a resistance against governments’
surveillance and censorship. I created a chair that would produce text prints when people sit on it,
to reflect the absurdity of the unfriendly policies against international students under the Trump
administration. I invented a computer game to play with my dad as an alternative communication
channel to sort out our substantial disagreements. I walked on handmade paper tiles, printing texts
with my feet to remind myself to keep going and fighting despite the struggles coming from the
above experiences.
In the most recent project, I created an interactive system to address a symptom called emotional
numbness in Post-traumatic Syndrome Disorder. The whole gallery space has been transformed
into a communication device, attempting to confront this feeling of detachment, jumpstarting a
kind of reconnection between otherwise disconnected spaces. As visitors explore the imagery,
words, and textures of the installation in one space, their body movements affect and communicate
to other rooms just out of view, triggering changes of the sound and the video projection.

我没有一天不努力工作，我没有一天不想念你 (There is not a single day I don't work
hard); there is not a single day I don't miss you.
Wood, Prints, Nails, Ceramic, Fabric; 2021
These solutions explore the absurd existence of the female subject under an oppressive political
and patriarchal environment. Each solution is a complete alternative system that challenges the
assumptions of the current systems – social structures, cultural stereotypes, and value prejudices.
My works contain commonly encountered materials and mediums, including wood, fabric,
ceramics, the internet, and coding. They create various sensory experiences involving the sense of
smell, touch, and taste. They alter the general functionality of mundane objects or platforms, such
as a chair, a game, food, or social media. They generate new functions for these materials,
experiences, and objects.

往无咎 Walking on Transience. Installation: Cyanotypes, 3D filaments, Paper, Wood, LED
lights, Hardboard, Incense powder, Brass, Vinyl, Texts (English Font: Wrong R, Chinese Font:口
); Live Performance: 13:40 mins.
“往无咎 is a sentence from a hexagram, 履(Lv), in I Ching, meaning, “going forward with simple,
humble steps, there will be no error.” This sentence has been helping me to get through years of
struggling on finding and walking the path as a free individual under an oppressive political and
patriarchal environment. It has provided the strength to fight against racial discrimination and deal
with personal traumas. In this [thesis] exhibition, I covered the gallery floor with floor tiles that
could print texts while stepping on them. I also made two small tiles that could be transformed into
a pair of shoes for walking on the area without floor tiles. The physical pain of stepping on narrow,
hard matrices with bare feet and wearing lumpy shoes resonates with my emotional response to
the traumatic experiences. But through this process, these sensations and emotions become
ephemeral. What truly remains is the act of walking.
Walking on transience and keep walking.
*I Ching is an ancient divination book in Chinese culture. The hexagram, 履(Lv), literally means
“shoe,” and refers to “treading, living and doing.”

Wrong R. Write Ranran.
A Review of 往无咎 Walking on Transience.
Geometric grids. I Ching Characters. Cyanotypes. English text. Chinese poetry. Humble shoes.
Like many of Ranran’s works, this form is deceptively simple.
Upon closer inspection, the tiles reveal three unique elements—Chinese characters on top,
English words beneath, and rope lighting on the floor. The material used in largest quantity is
tracing paper which Ranran chose because in her words it is “humble, accessible, and strong.”
Inside several of these tiles, Ranran created stamps and printed English words in yellow ink on
the inside of the tracing paper. When stepped on, the words become more legible. The font,
created by Ranran is called, “Wrong R,” because the serif on the ‘r’ goes up instead of down.
She uses this font in many of her works and it is unique in that none of the letters require
diagonal lines.
In many of the other squares of the grid, a serpentine rope light weaves its way underneath the
grid, illuminating the tile from below. On top of the tracing paper, several tiles have Chinese
characters, formed by small cyanotype squares, each having its own Yunleiwen motif,
‘embroidered’ unto the tracing paper using a 3-D pen. “Even in transparency there is
misunderstanding,” Ranran says, so she endeavors to be upfront with her materials and
techniques. Interestingly, this transparency of materials contrasts with Ranran’s use of languages
as motifs.
This work was activated and defined by Ranran’s performance, wherein she traversed and
trudged barefoot over the grid, sometimes tearing the tracing paper. When these expected tears
happened, she told herself, “Keep going.” The lighting in the gallery turned to a bright red and
the feeling of the performance changed. A fundamental element of her navigation of the gallery
was that Ranran’s bare feet never touched the ground, there was always some sort of barrier
between her and the floor. In this work, the floor represents society’s imposition on the
individual. When walking outside the grid, the primary barrier was a pair of flexible tiles that
Ranran wrapped around her feet and tied on as shoes. These ‘humble shoes’ were taken on and
off several times, thus re- and dis-assembled throughout the performance. In the conclusion of
the performance, Ranran removed her shoes and hung them up. As she exited the gallery, she
tossed incense on the floor to act as stepping-stones away from the piece. She never touched the
floor with her bare feet, perhaps indicating that she never intends to face society unshielded.
The final portion of Ranran’s work included a sound installation. Visitors entered the low-light
red gallery to the sounds of what at first resembled some sort of busy white noise. As the visitors
wander around Ranran’s sculptures the recording doesn’t have natural ebbs and flows, but
instead punctuated moments of crackling electricity and in her words the sounds, “build like
optimism.” The visitor learns this is in fact a ground level recording of her first performance, her
feet tearing the tracing paper and breaking the wooden grid. We hear her “walking on
transience.”

往无咎 Walking on Transience. Installation: Cyanotypes, 3D filaments, Paper, Wood, LED
lights, Hardboard, Incense powder, Brass, Vinyl, Texts (English Font: Wrong R, Chinese Font:
口); Live Performance: 13:40 mins.
Ranran’s orderly grid, with legible English and Chinese text, at first seems easily visually
consumable. As the reader attempts to follow the linear English writing, they inevitably get lost
unable to locate a beginning or end with so few contextual cues. The Chinese text, despite being
easier to see, is equally winding and abstract. According to Ranran, the first sentence of the
English and Chinese texts is a translation, then they go to two different directions. The Chinese
characters scattered around the center piece contains the exhibition title. 往无咎 is a sentence
from a hexagram, 履(Lv), in I Ching, meaning “going forward, there will be no error.” 1 The
hexagram, 履(Lv), literally means “shoe,” and refers to “treading, living and doing.”2 These
linguistics are coded. Ranran considered what it might possibly be like to approach Chinese
characters and not know how to read them. In recognizing the difficulty and exclusion every
non-native English speaker can experience in the United States, Ranran does not provide an
English translation for the Chinese text.
Ranran lives her daily life reconciling language, and this artwork demonstrates the duality of
written Chinese and English in her self-expression. There is a hypothesis in communication
theory called the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis that states the first language a person learns deeply
influences their understanding of the world. The grammatical and verbal structures of the
1

Wilhelm, Richard, and Cary F Baynes, trans. The I Ching: Or, Book of Changes. [3D ed.], eighth printing,
November 1971ed. Bollingen Series, 19. Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1967.
2 Ibid.

language dictate how that person understands hierarchy, prioritization, characterization and much
more. Ranran’s first language is Chinese, but she has lived in the US for eight years. The focal
point of this work is language, and by extension, communication. The artist uses language to
communicate with the audience, both literally and metaphorically in her art to clarify her intent
and actions as visuals alone can be too nebulous, evoking various emotions uncontrollably.
Language has set limits. For Ranran, the best possible way to attempt clear communication is to
use texts and images together, she is not interested in absolute ambiguity. Ranran’s work, from
her poetry to her performance, is an evolving process. In her words, “But through this process,
these sensations and emotions become ephemeral. What truly remains is the act of walking.”

A New Exhibit Deconstructs the Myth of Malinche
ALANA COATES
UNIVERSITY OF NEW MEXICO
The woman known as Hernán Cortés’s tongue has no voice of her own in history. Men across
centuries have crafted her story. Although she was fluent in many languages – no written records
exist in her own words. Traitor, Survivor, Icon: The Legacy of La Malinche, a recent exhibition
co-curated by Victoria I. Lyall, Terezita Romo, and Matthew H. Robb,1 presents this complex
historical figure known as Malinche2 within five frameworks: La Lengua/The Interpreter, La
Indígena/The Indigenous Woman, La Madre de Mestizaje/The Mother of a Mixed Race, La
Traidora/The Traitor, and Chicana: Contemporary Reclamations.3 The following text examines
how these exhibition subsections give the museum viewer a better understanding of Malinche’s
complex history, including how men contributed to our perception of her as a traitor, and how
more can be gleaned if she is investigated further from a contemporaneous native lens.
This is not the first notable exhibition focusing on reframing Malinche’s negative mythology.
In 1994, Rethinking La Malinche at the Mexic-Arte Museum in Austin, Texas, did just that. The
Texas exhibit was curated with works by contemporary women artists from the southwestern
border states of the U.S. and Mexico.4 The current presentation differs because it includes
historical artworks5 and works by male artists.6 In addition, a substantial catalogue accompanies
this latest curatorial endeavor, and it is organized as a traveling exhibition that tours three U.S.
cities.7 Aiming to, “examine the conditions that led to the (mis)appropriation of Malinche for the
purposes of enacting cultural and political identities.”8 The organizers produced this, “exhibition
and publication [to] establish and examine the symbolic import she has held for artists, writers,
scholars, and activists, as well as everyday women on both sides of the border.”9
The exhibition looks at Malinche from many angles, including the ways in which Malinche’s
image and reputation have become so convoluted and unresolved. Not having produced any
written records herself,10 Malinche didn’t have any control over her historical legacy.
Furthermore, Malinche’s act of aiding the Spanish in the fall of the Aztec Empire by translating
for Cortés has made her a complex and controversial historical figure. Terezita Romo provides a
backdrop for the negative connotations Malinche became associated with in her 2005 article that
inspired the exhibition’s organization. Romo states that, “she is the common metaphor for the
female traitor” and symbolic of a “person who sells out to foreign interest and values.11”
Malinche’s portrayal transforms throughout the centuries within both image and prose. She was
recorded in paintings with Cortés as early as a month into their journey together.12 The Annals of
Tlatelolco, a Nahuatl manuscript written in Malinche’s lifetime or close to it, describes her as an
“intelligent, astute woman who wielded great power through her words.”13 A generation
preceding her life, images flourished in codices. Historian Camilla Townsend states that in the
Florentine Codex, she is mentioned with an “honorific” title and recorded as, “a woman speaking
with such confidence was particularly remarkable to them: it meant, they thought that she was a
powerful noblewoman speaking on behalf of her people.”14 Later, around the time of Mexican
Independence, her narrative as a mythological traitor takes greater form. Scholars point to

Xicotèncatl, a novel published by an unknown author in 1826 as credit for adding the “lustful,
conniving traitor”15 to Malinche’s myth of character.16
During the twentieth century, the negative view of Malinche grew greater. Poet Octavio Paz said
the term malinchista became a common word in popular vernacular and was frequently used by
the newspapers as a derogatory infliction towards “those who have been corrupted by foreign
influence.”17 Many authors cite Paz for his sharp prose describing Malinche and his thoughts on
the Mexican psyche in his book The Labyrinth of Solitude. Paz connects the linguistic history of
the word chingada to Malinche as the emblem of the violated mother.18 By using the Spanish
phrase “hijo de puta (son of a whore),” Paz illustrates the contrast of implying Malinche as the
chingada to that who did not willingly give herself, but one who was transgressed or raped. The
weight of a complex history further lain on her legacy as Paz describes her as an emblem of
unresolved conflict within the Mexican soul.19 And denial of one’s roots, Paz posts, is at the
heart of “isolation and solitude.”20
The curators and authors of Traitor, Survivor, Icon: The Legacy of La Malinche lay out the many
facets of Malinche’s life and myth to educate the museumgoer. As a traveling exhibition, the
display, and the artwork included are slightly different at each museum. As a result, not all
artworks are included in the catalogue. However, the curators wished each venue could add a
layer of understanding to Malinche’s narrative from their local perspectives.21 Entering the
iteration at the Albuquerque Museum, the viewer encounters an introduction video about
Malinche, a timeline of her life, and two artworks sit aside from the thematic divisions.
The first artwork, Guerra y Tierra, is a collaborative work by two New Mexican artists, Vicente
Telles and Brandon Maldonado. (Figure 1) Formally constructed as an altarpiece, the painting
style is a radical contemporary blend of Nuevomexicano santero, ancient codex,22 and folkinfused Pop-Surrealism. Malinche does not take the most prominent space on the altar;23 the
large top register is reserved for the men who have taken center stage for most of her narrative–
the lead and opposing characters Cortés, Moctezuma, and an interpretation of their gods.
Malinche appears in the middle register of the center panel next to the Mexican national emblem:
an eagle, on top of a cactus, devouring a snake.24 However, the bird in Guerra y Tierra does not
seem to have a hungry grasp on the serpent as it traditionally does; it appears almost like a gentle
resting perch. In this painting, the snake is about to submerge its fangs into Malinche’s flesh
rather than through the heart of Copil. A snake can symbolize many things, such as a curse or
trader. It could also connect to Coatlicue: the Aztec goddess of creation and destruction, Biblical
Eve, and the concept of the original sin.25 Nonetheless, this bite seems to reveal her unfortunate
position of Malinche as the scapegoat for many generations in both Mexican and Chicano
cultural narratives.

Figure 1. Brandon Maldonado and Vicente Telles, Guerra y Tierra, 2020, carved and painted wood.
Image courtesy of the artists.

In correspondence with the artists, Maldonado clarifies the painters' intentions. He states, "the
idea that Malinche would be a traitor is really silly. It becomes an almost racist perspective that
reads as all these people looked the same so they must have had the same values, when in fact
they were at war with each other." Furthermore, Maldonado elaborates on the Mexican emblem
and how their contemporary altarpiece ties into the history of New Mexico, making it an
excellent choice on the part of the curators for the introduction to the Albuquerque segment.
The problem with the creation of Mexican Nationalism as an identity in the past
one hundred years tends to lead people to believe that Mexico was just Aztecs
because that is the story that is most commonly shown. But in reality, there were
many other groups that were being oppressed by this Empire. So that is why we
show the Tlaxcalans fighting alongside Cortés in nearly every panel. The

Tlaxcalans came all the way up to New Mexico with the Spanish and founded
Barrio Analco in Santa Fe. Their story is also nearly lost to time in these parts as
well because during the Pueblo Revolt they were kicked out along with the
Spanish Settlers.26
Sandy Rodríguez’s Mapa for Malinche and our Stolen Sisters solemnly contrasts the first
artwork, and the juxtaposition of both works reveals to the museum visitor what multivalent
perspectives are to follow throughout the exhibition. (Figure 2) Maps are colonizing devices, but
this map is positioned to provide another perspective, and it is produced with materials derived
from indigenous traditions and plants from the region.27
Rodríguez plays with the idea of time by adding decorative elements like the vignette for the
map’s legend, swirling sea serpents, and employing pigment hues that lend to the appearance of
an old map. Furthermore, the medium is an ancient process of the Americas; amate paper is the
same paper used to produce the indigenous codices that were later burned and banned by the
Spanish. Further nodding to cultural amalgamation, Rodríguez’s map utilizes contemporaneous
borders, delineating Mexico and the U.S. rather than mapping territories of Malinche’s day.

Figure 2. Sandy Rodríguez, Mapa for Malinche and our Stolen Sisters, 2021–2022, hand-processed
color on amate paper and 23k gold, 97 x 97 inches. Image courtesy of the artist.

With cartography, Rodríguez not only interweaves the appearance of time aesthetically but also
links femicide and subjugation of women through the centuries. Figurative representations of
Malinche pictorially narrate the story of her life and pepper the map with eight significant
moments as described in the key. In doing so, Rodríguez connects to Malinche’s complex
biography. She was either stolen or given by her family, which is not known for sure,28
regardless, she was enslaved and trafficked far from her home and family. This map visually
displays the distance she was transported and also makes a potent tie to women’s issues today.

With this work, Rodríguez makes a powerful association with Malinche’s story and directly links
it to the violence against women today, which also finds cold silence and impunity. For example,
Red hand prints dot the map marking missing and murdered indigenous women (MMIW) in
2021. This thread of time-weaving is a theme in some of the most provoking works within the
exhibit.
The first thematic section of the exhibition is La Lengua/The Interpreter, which focuses on
Malinche in her role as translator. This is the smallest room in the exhibition, ironically because
she is known first and foremost as the translator for Hernán Cortés, with most other identities
that are laid on her, such as traitor, are rooted in this action. Additionally, reproductions
dominate this section, but these copies are crucial for understanding the image of Malinche. They
include the Florentine Codex, a comprehensive document by Indigenous artists under the
commission of a Spanish Friar dating from 1575–1577, and El Lienzo de Tlaxcala from circa
1540, painted by the Tlaxcalans. These documents are the closest to Malinche’s own time since
she died in 1529.29
In addition to providing a historical backdrop of imagery from the perspective closest to
contemporaries of Malinche, the La Lengua/The Interpreter section also provides some humor to
the contemporary viewer’s experience. One example is Robert C. Buitrón’s use of parody in the
photograph Malinche y Pocahontas Chismeando con PowerBooks (Malinche and Pocahontas
gossiping with PowerBooks) from the series El Corrido de Happy Trails (Starring Pancho and
Tonto). Buitrón identifies as “a Chicano of Mescalero Apache and Purépecha Indian heritage,”
and he is known to mix “American and Mexican popular culture in his photographs in a manner
that acknowledges and resolves the dualism inherent in individual and collective Mexican
American identity.”30 The two women portrayed in the photograph are from different tribes and
times and are interwoven within two different sets of colonizers. Despite this, they share some
commonalities. They both served as intermediaries, were treated as property, and had little to no
agency over their lives. However, Buitrón sets the scene of this photo much differently. They not
only speak the same language in this instance, but they are gossiping. Judging by the smiles and
the laptops, they are even plotting something; therefore, taking agency, knowing that the men in
the coffee shop are not paying close attention, perhaps dismissing their actions as merely
women’s chatter.
Buitrón’s series was inspired by the depictions of indigenous characters from Hollywood.31 The
artist states, “these are two women of mythic stature, albeit one, Malinche, as a cursed sellout
and the other, Pocahontas, as fetishized princess-savage.”32 Now, in a coffeehouse from the
1990s, these women sit to tell the narrative from their perspectives. They are challenging the
story that has been told “from a male point of view.” Buitrón brings these immense and complex
icons of history down to a quotidian setting. These women are now as approachable as neighbors
or extended family members. This is a reverse of the technique of Chicana feminist artists, such
as Yolanda López, who inserted her family into the icon's placement, such as with her Guadalupe
Series, providing admiration for the average woman to equal the venerated. By placing ordinary
women, in a typical setting, within the mythicized seats of Pocahontas and Malinche, the viewer
of Buitrón’s photo can connect that these historical young ladies were also regular girls placed in
extraordinary circumstances.

By far, the work that is most fitting for the subsection of La Lengua/The Interpreter is Jesusa
Rodríguez’s La Conquista según La Malinche (The Conquest according to La Malinche). This
video work literally steals the attention of the museum visitor with her quick tongue as the sound
from the audio bleeds throughout the gallery. The camera pans and contrasts the modern-day city
in the backdrop with the ancient ruins. In this “performative monologue,” Rodríguez melds the
past and the present as a humorous political satire alluding to politicians while reporting on the
conquest as a television anchor33 while descending from a half-covered pyramid; the Tower of
Babel comes to mind.34 A suitable symbolism since Malinche encountered many different
languages and cultures that she needed to navigate as the bridge interpreter.
In today’s society, many television viewers are well aware of alternative facts being spun by
news anchors, and in Mexican television and film, the indigenous has long been ridiculed with
the accent of “La India María.”35 Carolina A. Miranda, a critic from the Los Angeles Times,
aptly describes the work as, “with its casual delivery and its deft use of slang, Rodríguez’s piece
is a tour de force of wordplay and innuendo, one that seems to borrow stylistically from fasttalking Mexican comedian Cantinflas…She tells the story of colonization as if she were relating
a messy night out over a bucket of beers.”36
The audio is a whirlwind to keep up with, and the dialogue is purposely rapid and chaotic. The
verb Cantinflear is to babble; in other words, to say nothing, and Rodríguez’s monologue does
just that, as the following excerpt from the museum’s translated transcript exemplifies:
“Yo!,’ Moctezuma goes. ‘Why would you say that?”
“Well, I’m just saying”
“Saying, what, dumbass?”
“What I’ve just said”
La Indígena/The Indigenous Woman section is a little more enigmatic and eclectic in its
organization. The works in this section highlight Indigenous fashion, romanticized ideas of
indigeneity: including nineteenth-century paintings to the Hollywood version, and remnants from
popular culture including calendarios and José Guadalupe Posada’s children’s books, and also
mixed in with another Tlaxcalan document. The mediums range from feather paintings to bronze
nudes. The signature painting of the exhibition that adorns the front cover of the publication and
all of the advertisements–Alfredo Ramos Martínez, La Malinche (Young Girl of Yalala,
Oaxaca), resides in this room. The choice of this work is an understandable marketing choice
because it is a stunning and commanding portrait.
The huipil on display commands further consideration among the great variety of works within
the La Indígena/The Indigenous Woman section. Reading the museum’s label, the viewer learns
that this was a collaborative work between Carla Fernández, Feliciana Hernández Bautista, and
María Bartola Rosa Carpintero Aguilar. This piece, La nueva Malinche (the new Malinche), is
designed as a “modern interpretation of a huipil.” “It imagines what a 21st century Malinche
would wear and shows a continuing evolution of Indigenous style.”37 The sections of pink fringe
are symbols for tongues, and the center panel of the garment has a stitched portrait of Malinche.
Since Malinche may have practiced weaving as a young girl,38 and this piece is modeled from an
ancient garment and techniques; these three artists bring the contemporary viewer the closest to
Malinche’s world.

The poetic symbolism of the collaborative huipil drastically differs from the collaborative textile
found within the next section. Notably, there are no works by women artists in the La
Traidora/The Traitor gallery. This is except for the anonymous Indigenous textile artists
commissioned by Leslie Tillett,39 a British man who was inspired by a European historical
narrative textile, the Bayeux Tapestry.40 Unlike the La Nueva Malinche (the new Malinche),
none of the women artists are credited by name. The story of the conquest is told in embroidery
over the 100-foot long cloth, which only a small portion of it is on display. Large captions in
English and Spanish are visible along the bottom of the cloth. Tillet designed the project,
requiring “countless hands to complete the work.”41 However, Tillet is the only name on the
credits.
None of the artworks within the exhibition fit within the curatorial divides definitively. Many
objects seem like they can be in more than one of the thematic sections. For example, perhaps
not surprisingly, the Modern Mexican Masters’ work best fits the La Madre de Mestizaje/The
Mother of a Mixed Race section. All the themes are fluid; for example, the Chicana:
Contemporary Reclamations gallery is not reserved solely for Chicana artists.42 And rightfully so
as both Mexican and Chicana feminists in the 70s, 80s, and 90s are credited with highlighting the
problematics of Malinche as an emblem of the vilified traitor.43 Nonetheless, Traitor, Survivor,
Icon: The Legacy of La Malinche brings forth the complexities of Malinche’s story by guiding
visitors through five categorical frameworks that feel like portals of connectivity to better
understand her world.
Perhaps the exhibition would be enhanced with an additional subcategory: the myth of the
double-figure. This topic can be viewed in several ways starting with its connections to the “bad
omens” which were said to be predicting the fall of the Aztec empire. 44 Second, Frances
Karttunen a Mesoamerican linguist and author posits that Malinche could have been perceived as
the Īxīptla.
If we considered the long Mesoamerican tradition of two-headed and two-faced
figures and the Aztec tradition of Īxīptlayōtl, ‘representation,’ there may be more
to this matter of Cortés being ‘Malinche.” In Aztec religious practice chosen
human beings served as temporary embodiments of deities, providing them with a
conduit through which to speak and act in the world inhabited by humans”45
…“So far as I know, nothing has been made of the possibility that their interpreter
was perceived as the īxīptla of a supernatural force. Yet it might help us to
understand her remarkable nerve in situations of sheer terror.46
An additional subsection of the exhibition would aid in understanding these complex ancient
indigenous concepts and myths to contemporary U.S. museum-goers. Or perhaps this theme
might warrant an exhibition of its own in the future.47 Such an exhibition could include works
such as (a reproduction of) Alfredo Castañeda Nuestros primeros padres (Our first parents). It is
a great example to illustrate the interwoven figure. Also, Coatlicue, for her inclusion of a doubleheaded snake face, connecting thematically as the mother that is both “creator and destroyer.”
And Alejandro Arango’s La mordida de Malinche is yet another entanglement of character and
John M. Valadez’s Adam and Eva Double Exposed are just a few examples for the proposed
theme.

Traitor, Survivor, Icon: The Legacy of La Malinche contains multifaceted interpretations of a
young woman we still know little about. However, leaving the exhibition, the visitor better
understands the circumstances in which she lived. The organizers attempt to recover her from
demonization and the slur of the traitor. Her life was a remarkable one. To think of a little girl
gifted in a parcel of women as a child who would then assist in her lifetime divvying a group of
women much like she was given.48 Although that in itself must have been an unexpected course
of her life, could she have even imagined that more than five hundred years later the spotlight
would be on a culmination of her memory by image, word, and art objects in an attempt to tell
her side of the story?
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Digital Humanities, Women Artists, and Chicanx Graphics:
An Interview with Claudia Zapata, Ph.D., 7/4/22.
ELEANOR KANE
UNIVERSITY OF NEW MEXICO
E: Thank you for agreeing to meet with me and answer a few questions. We really appreciate
your time. The first question is about your essay, “Chicanx Graphics in the Digital Age.” We
consider it to be a fantastic contribution to the field, specifically within a Chicanx framework,
covering Chicanx artists through the development of early digital strategies and graphic
practices, web art, augmented reality, and virtual reality. Can you tell us how you started down
this path of inquiry? What were your best resources and what led you into this field?
C: I have an interest in digital humanities, which started formalizing when I was in the grad
program at Southern Methodist University (SMU) in Dallas. For the Ph.D. exams, you have
subject specialties and I wanted mine to focus on digital humanities. I was also always interested
in museums. In the museum space, at the time, they were incorporating digital practices at all
these different levels, so it was something I knew I would need to be fluent in. Then, as an elder
millennial, that's what I grew up with in terms of a technological atmosphere
and lifestyle. There's just no way around it at this point. There's often a desire, unfortunately, for
subject areas, specialties, and disciplines to remove themselves from technology, so it's
not always already incorporated into academic practice. For example, in Art History with the
change from the object slide to the digital slide in PowerPoint, that is a form of digital
humanities at a basic level. Originally, the subject title for that discipline was Humanities
Computing and it ranged from computational methods in Humanities research down to anything
that's digital, including its effects in the Humanities. When you're in Art History, that takes on
different forms because artists incorporate technological methods into their work. Are they
thinking about the Internet or using another medium? Digital Humanities is really big in English
literature because they're usually using large datasets with text and they use computational
methods to sift through a lot of things. For Art History, data visualizations or mapping is
common, often in the ancient fields. They'll recreate sites and things like that.
Going back to my time as a graduate student as SMU, I wanted to focus on that area for the
Ph.D. exam and there was definitely resistance from the faculty. Along with a colleague, I had to
build a case for it; we couldn't be the only Ph.D. students in art history that wanted to study this
topic, definitely not in a post-COVID world. Things like metadata and algorithmic aversion are
interdisciplinary. When I got to the Smithsonian, I was definitely interested in that digital
component because every ten years or so there are Chicanx graphics exhibitions, which I call
eclipse shows. At the Smithsonian American Art Museum, there was another unique
intersection with Carmen Ramos who had been hired as the first curator of Latinx Art. She was
doing a lot of work with these exhibitions that were permanent collection shows. Permanent
collection shows are supposed to talk about institutional practices and the history of
collecting. As Carmen worked on these shows, she realized how much new work she needed
to purchase to even have a permanent collection show, which actually seems counter-intuitive
because you're presumably using the established collection. Her approach would include drawing
from the collection but also building the collection concurrently so it turned into a different
type of permanent collection show. I was eventually brought on the team as a specialist of
Chicanx arts. I told Carmen from the very beginning that that was what I was interested in. In the
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interview process, it was noted that that was my specialty so after getting hired, I was engaged in
the study of Chicanx work. If you're going to do a Chicanx graphic show, you’ll need
downloadable things and multiple graphics. Carmen was working online, too, so, as I was
working with her collaboratively in developing the show, she was great. She was very open
to hearing my thoughts and understanding my ideas. It's one thing about technology that
everyone uses it; it is another thing about really deconstructing it. It's like a refrigerator because
people use it every day but they can't necessarily explain how it works, or in our case, the
methodological approaches to constructing this kind of show. I think one of the implications in
thinking about this kind of object or practice is the need to think in terms of theory because you
start thinking about different disciplines, such as, computer science or engineering.
When we started working on developing the show, the digital component was smaller, I think,
and then it eventually grew. For the essay in the catalogue, it was about a different approach and
trends, such as, media approaches by Chicanx artists and digital was like a sub-component of
that. I asked, can I just do a whole essay on that? It didn't take that much convincing. Carmen
was like, okay, we just need to move one or two things around. When we started giving
presentations on that part of the exhibition, that's all anybody was interested in. It was one of the
points of interests for all kinds of people, young, old, across different regions because we were
able, thanks to Zoom, to speak to a lot of different classrooms. It was clear that students were
interested in more of the technological specificity in thinking about images, especially in social
media and images that were downloadable. In terms of the show, the digital atmosphere pre2020, I think it was a bit harder for certain institutional entities to understand the acquisition
process, particularly related to what we were buying, given the equitable nature of
downloading for free online because museum acquisitions are about exclusivity. That was the
more negative aspect about the process. Museums also do stewardship and conservation but it is
very much about, “we have this and that makes us special; therefore, you should come see
it.” When digital images came up, it was a different experience. And, again, this is pre-2020, preNFT explosion, pre- other things. It was very interesting post-2020, while the show was up and
we were in a completely different experience with the digital as a society; many digital
humanists and people in the arts are more centered about it and felt vindicated, thinking that we
should have already been thinking about the digital in a specific way and not reacting to the
moment as if it were an emergency situation. That's kind of a roundabout way of saying
what happened and why I'm interested in it. It continues, obviously, today but there's still a lot of
work that needs to be done, especially with Chicanx/Chicano/Chicana/Latinx art because
anything digital, it sits in net art histories, which are a little different. It’s something that needs to
be focused on and in a centralized way.
E: Women were an integral part of the Chicano/a movement from its very inception. This
includes art production, given that many of the canonical artists are women. Which Chicana
artists were included in printing the revolution and why?
C: There’s always a necessary balance that needs to happen when you're doing a Chicano show,
even in thinking about just the terms you're using when you're developing the show's title and
promotions. Now, there is more of an emphasis on the “x” ending that makes it very
interesting because you're trying to encompass everybody who's played a role in this history and
it's a very multigenerational experience with the Chicano/a and Chicanx community. What tends
to happen in art history is that, unfortunately, Chicano/Chicana/Chicanx is that it's very
much seen as all done and packaged away, or it's focused on a very specific decade and on
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certain books on the subject. When we were developing the show, there was always this image
bank. When someone says Chicano art, they always go to the same 20 images and it's like, well,
this show should subvert that image bank form of thinking. We need to add to the image bank,
i.e., the canon, because it can't just be the same 5, 10, 20 works that then define the entire genre
or movement. It can get very complicated because people in different regions have different
affiliations and connotations. As I've experienced, that can be good or it can be bad and its
shocking to hear the bad. Emphasizing the feminists’ experiences among the practitioners of
Chicano art is vital because women played such a huge role and because feminism is an
interdisciplinary philosophy. Chicana feminism is found in literature, poetry, Ethnic Studies, and
American Studies, in anything that has weight across many modes of thinking.
Art historically, in terms of museum collections, for example, we're still behind
because collections still don't have a lot of these works or a lot of these artists, who,
unfortunately, aren't getting their due. What does “getting one’s due” mean in the art world?
That’s usually associated with the value associated with being appropriately priced or having
monographs and retrospectives. All of these things are markers of success in the art world and
unfortunately, most of these artists who were women do not have that. Or it happens
posthumously, or right at the end. In the show, we had figures that, sadly, have died, like
Yolanda López, who died before the show opened. A couple of artists have passed, actually. In
terms of Chicanas, we have Yolanda López, Ester Hernández, Yreina Cervantes, Jay Lynn
Gomez, Favianna Rodríguez, Alma López, and Carmen Lomas Garza, all these heavy-duty
artists. When you think of them as major figures in any labor practice, in an any line of
work, like listing the names of major Hollywood actresses, my gosh, the accolades. We wanted
to make sure these very famous Chicana artists were included, as well as younger artists like
Favianna Rodríguez, who is not that young but younger, or a mentee that comes with
working with some of these other artists like Yreina. There are these generational
connections among the women. We wanted to make sure we got some of the canonical images
from Ester Hernández and we were able to get a lot of works. I was always surprised, like, how
are these works not already here? We’d have to go looking for those works and make sure we
featured them.
You're always thinking about that because in D.C., people come from all over the world. The
visitor-ship is very different versus when you're thinking more about regionally specific
institutions that have a specific follower or visitor base; you kind of know their inclinations and
interests in terms of subject matter. But this was different. Things were very familiar to me, like
I've seen that a million times. I would sometimes react and think, we're showing that, they
always show that; however, I think Carmen was like, well, but that's different for or new to the
visitors. I know you've seen it. So, I would have to get out of that mindset because I've been
working on the subject for so long and am thus interested in doing all of these other different
things. We're really pushing the viewer and/or reader to think about the definition of Chicanx art
and what that looks like. It's interesting to go back to the beginning. We wanted to make sure
that artists like Yreina Cervantes got more exposure. She's famous and has been shown
everywhere. She's been a mentor, a scholar, and a teacher. I just never felt like she had enough
eyes on her. Then there’s Ester Hernández, who is famous for her Sun Mad work. That's
probably one of the top five Chicano/a works ever but I have to ask, what else is there? So, we
featured the other work that she did, Sun Raid, which she made for a project in Austin, Texas and
we paired those two in the gallery. So, you saw Sun Mad and you're like, oh, I know that one,
paired with Sun Raid, which she did later talking about immigration and you’re like, oh, okay, it
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continues. I mean, that was important; many of these people are still alive. So yeah, they made
that really famous work but they're also doing other things.

Installation view of Ester Hernandez's Sun Mad and Sun Raid from ¡Printing the Revolution! The
Rise and Impact of Chicano Graphics, 1965 to Now. Photo by Albert Ting. Courtesy of
Smithsonian American Art Museum.
E: I think this is how you expand the image bank you mention and is how you expand the
textbook chapter, which is exactly what you're doing. We start with what you know and then we
go forward from there and try to make what you know bigger.
C: Yeah, it was interesting seeing a lot of these works out there because most of these
images don't really live together. They live together if you are teaching them. As a specialist and
facilitator of this visual culture history, you often push these things together if you’re doing
Chicana feminist imagery, right? But you rarely, if ever, see them in an exhibition
together. Alma López’s Our Lady has actually not been exhibited very much. Hey, it’s a
controversial image, which means you've probably seen it digitally and in print. Yes, many
people have heard about the controversy but few audiences have actually seen the work in
person. That sort of artwork in the same show as Sun Mad and Sun Raid, that is probably never
going to happen again; it's quite rare. Barbara Carrasco, another famous printmaker, produced a
famous print of Dolores Huerta, which is popularly used as Dolores’ icon; they are friends. I
remember Ester, in an interview, was talking about how Dolores Huerta was really championing
artists to feature more women in their work. So, a lot of the artwork by the women represents
other women. In Ester Hernández’s and Alma López’s case, many of them are queer
representations and/or feature that theme or sensibility. Ester places real people in her work, for
example La Ofrenda, in which she included an image of her partner at the time. When you're a
younger student, the readings were really more about the rethinking of the Virgen de Guadalupe
icon because in that image, and there's a reason for what’s going on with that back tattoo, there's
a rose and there's a disembodied hand holding a rose. There are so many levels to it. The woman
with the tattoo, she wears a faux hawk, which really is a queer hairstyle, like, let's get real,
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queer. I didn't think that when I was younger and it wasn’t addressed in the readings; they
didn't specifically recognize the queer element or that that was the artist’s partner. As is generally
the case with a lot of queer representations, you always have to read between the lines. I think I
was much older, when I was, like, Oh, she's queer, even though it's so clear in that image.
Yreina’s work features a lot of women from history; she doesn’t just focus on contemporary
women. She’s really involved in the Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz movement. When you search
Chicanx art, there are certain icons that come up, such as, Dolores Huerta, the Virgen de
Guadalupe, the Zapatista Comandantas, and somewhat recently, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, who
has become popular. There's a famous portfolio that came out of Self-Help Graphics in L.A.
in 1999 called the Maestras Atelier. For those who may not know, Self-Help Graphics is a lot of
things; it’s a gallery space, a residency program, a community center that does programming,
and an art center and studio. It’s been around for decades and they're famous for having a print
residency program where an artist can go, even if they've never made a screenprint before, and
they work with a master printer. They produced this edition in 1999 based on an all-women’s
atelier; there's an essay on the subject that's coming out. Significantly, Self-Help Graphics’ 50th
anniversary is coming up soon and there's going to be an anthology published to commemorate
the event. I wrote an essay about that 1999 atelier. This one is out of that same atelier. The
Dolores image comes from Barbara and at that time, Yreina started using Sor Juana imagery.
That's the one that's in the Printing the Revolution show. Among other things, Yreina is an
ancient studies scholar, so she incorporates all sort of material from the ancient world and really
thinks about the overlapping of chronologies and the continuation of feminist voice and strengths
across time.
E: Generally, in art history, we divide time periods in the Americas into ancient, colonial,
modern, and contemporary, but you’re saying, well, this doesn't necessarily help us.
C: That's really common among all Chicano/Chicana/Chicanx art, this fluidity of thinking about
time. Yreina is really good about that because she is well read and informed. A lot of her works
have so much text, I always wonder how the printers dealt with that, i.e., getting all that
definition in detail through a screen; it could not have been easy and had to have been a huge
challenge. She's been an amazing printmaker and artist. As for Favianna Rodríquez, she's in the
digital section because she's really big on technology. She's doing more big installation and
public artwork right now, but in the early 2000s, she was doing a lot of digital work, digital
actions, and downloadable images, and such. She had a website that accessed this portal, a digital
portal for education, in terms of all things activist, including imagery and activists’ curriculum
for children. We've featured her in that section because we wanted to showcase her role in that
movement of images being shared and the use of social media. This was definitely at a different
time of social media. Now, there's a completely different critique about it, obviously. So, these
artists rely more on the ‘happier’ times of social media. Her immigration series is beautiful,
images with the butterflies and things like that so we feature it and I wrote about it in my
essay. She was definitely one of those artists who was pushing the technological practices of the
Chicanas and really thinking about it; she was part of the atelier when she did that. She pushed
using digital practices to separate colors and the screen-printing process.
Favianna and Melanie Cervantes were also very much into downloadable images. They're more
of the Gen X generation so a little bit older. They're definitely involved in the very beginnings of
thinking about digital art, graphic design, and web design, and experimenting in that
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space. They represent new skill sharing practices that were going on in that specific space and
it’s a very important moment in Chicana printmaking. It's a really interesting case because they
had to have all these meetings as a group. When they come together, they teach one another all
these things about being a professional artist. It's just one of those things that's very
interesting because there's so much mentorship that goes on with the Chicanas even to this day. I
mean, they're very much like that. Interacting with them in my curatorial capacity, I felt that they
couldn't have been more welcoming and open to sharing their experiences. It was a really
positive experience working with them. They're open to sharing and being very frank about the
elders and what they experienced when they were first making these images. With Ester, for
example, when she was talking about making Sun Mad, we were attending this lecture in Fort
Worth, Texas for Printing the Revolution, and she was saying how when she first made the work,
she couldn't give prints away. Often with Chicana feminist art, their writings are the
interpretation of that artwork.
Again, it doesn't exist in any part of mainstream art history as we know it. If you're trained as an
art historian, you go to a very specific space in the library for that material or you go online. For
a history of Chicano/Chicana/Chicanx art, you'd have to learn very quickly to look at a lot of
different places because of the way that academia has framed the study of our visual culture; that
history has been fractured and the material wasn’t deemed fine art for the longest time. Now,
there's this big push to call Chicano Art, American art; really, whatever gets more publishing
happening, that's fine. This is just the way that informational systems function; this goes back to
digital humanities and the way that information systems are organized, i.e., library databases,
online databases, and databases for museums. Everything has a very specific organizational
structure and that goes back to the informational system side. A lot of that is tied to thinking
about objects in a very specific way and Chicano art often disrupts that way of thinking so it ends
up in these different places. It really depends on the person who's facilitating or managing these
organizational systems in all of their different capacities. This is going to dictate how this art
history is to go forward and how younger people, usually young people emerging in this
field, how they begin. When you encounter a database and you're looking up Hispanic art, you
have to alter your thinking to think from a white perspective and within a white managerial
structure. You've already modified yourself. That happens also with metadata. When you're
thinking about looking at things online or at the way library systems are organized, you have to
think, how would a white mind structure this information that I'm looking for?
So, all this is digital humanities. This is what I'm interested in and something that the Rhizomes
Project with Karen Mary Davalos is engaged with because they are looking at databases around
the nation. They always use the example of the piñata and ask how these databases
might interpret that term, or how they're restructuring and organizing the information. Let's say,
if you're not trained in Chicano art history and you want to learn about the piñata, as a form or a
technique, you might not know where to look but that's where you’d go first, especially if you’re
a young scholar. It’s one of those things where you have to try harder to find it. It's not that the
information is not there; it's just harder to find. What's scary when you're working with Chicana
imagery, art, and stewardship, is realizing that these artists aren't going to be around
forever. Luckily, we're at this moment where many of these older artists are still around. But
Yolanda died a year or two ago and that shook everybody. I mean, yes, there's a monograph and
a retrospective but the retrospective happened right after she died. The monographs had been
around for a while so we have that but there's so much more that can be done with her and the
legacy she left behind. There are always different approaches to looking at these artists. A lot of
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these shows are great, we have a catalog, and it's big and everything, but this is just the
beginning. That should be seen as an initial conversation. We should have many
more conversations after this. This doesn’t answer everything but it’s a beginning.
E: What kind of art did Chicana artists create and how is it different from the work produced by
men?
C: Thinking about the women, we can think about women's bodies, women historical figures,
and the feminist underpinnings of a movement that was largely associated with men, including
recognizing the need to bring up figures like Dolores Huerta. There are many historical figures
that at this point, we may think are obvious but they weren't early on, like Dolores. It's very
interesting because when you advertise images that for me are canonical on social media, we're
promoting the show, the catalog, and its programming. However, there are huge gaps in the
information just among this group of artists; a common thing is the portrait and there's a whole
section in the exhibition about the portrait. Much of the work that's being done by these artists is
about creating a history that appropriately recognizes people who have been elided in
mainstream history. Here is why the portrait is important since the portrait is meant to document
or recognize a person. So much is lost in U.S. history. Unfortunately, many of these people have
been killed or were assassinated so the artists are definitely about acknowledging and uplifting
people, and recognizing their role. Like Linda Lucero, another artist who is included in the
portraiture section of the show; she featured Lolita Librón, a very famous Puerto Rican activist
who stormed the House of Representatives back in the fifties. It’s a famous image and an
exemple of how it wasn't just people of Mexican descent representing other people of Mexican
descent. It was Pan-Latino and representative of people who have been fighting oppression in
different spaces and times throughout history. That one's pretty popular because it's a portrait of
a woman radical. There's a Puerto Rican flag underneath her so it's very much a didactic
representation of the person's history. It’s very common for Chicanos to know different people,
men and women, but there tends to be more of a focus on women by women. It's one of those
things you're think about, what is the difference in terms of a gendered approach to artmaking
and representation? Responses vary but whether some focus on the ethos of the artists and if
they're part of the collective or if they are thinking about gender in a very specific way given
different terms reflecting a spectrum or fluidity of gender or if it’s about feminists in terms of
Chicanas, this is very much about women, for women. For example, Melanie Cervantes usually
features a lot of women in her work, often friends and fellow members in her activist circles.
There is a prominent image from the show that we used for the back of the catalog, a work
called, Between the Leopard and the Jaguar, which features a danzante, or dancing woman. It's
looking to Mexican Indigenous dancing practices and also includes a reference to Occupy Wall
Street. This print also includes a reference to an ancient object that served as a receptacle; it's a
famous sculpture in Mexico City in the Anthropology Museum’s Aztec section. It’s a
feline figure and the image of this Aztec work is placed behind this woman but the image also
speaks to the present since there's an Occupy reference critiquing the banks. This kind of
transhistorical connection implied by the imagery that is combined is something that Melanie
does. Carmen Lomas Garza, who is famous, has a work depicting a curandera medicine scene;
curanderismo is a form of folkloric medicine normally practiced by women healers. In her
image, there is a woman doing a limpia, or a cleansing where you're going to sweep off debris,
from their bodies and in living spaces. There’s a reference to the Virgen so it's very much about
spirituality, a subject that often tends to be woman centric. There are also references to Coatlicue
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and Coyolxauhqui, two female Aztec deities. Using Coyolxauhqui has also become popular as a
goddess figure who challenges her brothers and loses but artists are reframing this defeat. One of
her images is in the form of a large disk found at the base of the Aztec Templo Mayor in Mexico
City. That's another image that comes up a lot as strategic act that rethinks her defeat and
reclaims her.
Something that needs a lot of work, too, is thinking about these communities and the
interdisciplinary exchanges among them. In European art history, let’s say, as with the
Impressionists, we read how artists, writers, dancers, etc. hung out at cafes literally every night.
Well, that also happens in Chicanx communities. I think we should apply a digital approach and
see the network, especially with printmaking, since there are multiple printing centers, a lot of
exchange with the master printer, and you're work becomes part of a portfolio along with work
by other artists. There is travel, exchange, and collaboration rather than being in a studio by
yourself and working on a painting. That's a different experience. These printmakers can make
fine art printmaking and work with a master printer but some of them are doing more
community-centered kind of work. So, it varies. I see a lot of references to the ancient, which,
again, is very common. If you look at Chicano muralism, you'll see those references. With
artwork by women artists, there is less reverence to muscle, literally and metaphorically. For
men, as the traditional head of families, it's very heteronormative. There's a husband, wife, and a
baby. I don't see that focus on the nuclear family as much from the Chicanas. It’s kind of one of
these things when you're working on a show like Printing the Revolution because it's a medium
based show. A printmaking show can seem reductive, but we haven't even done that yet
compared to other shows. We’re like, well, a lot of these works aren’t even in the collection; it’s
like we're still catching up so what may seem old and tired for another kind of body of work, for
us, it’s new because it hasn’t been done yet.
E: You're trying to explore this, almost like mining a vein. I see what they're saying with that
criticism of medium based show, but I think it was absolutely a worthy pursuit. I don't agree with
that critique.
C: I know, it’s because it's an institutional-based exhibition. You find yourself dealing with and
making up for the inadequacies of the institutional practice that’s been in place for decades.
That's what Carmen dealt with that quite a bit. It was a challenge having to be that representative
who is cleaning up a lot and trying to improve the collection. The mere fact that she was the first
Latinx curator who was hired just ten years ago, you're behind. You're trying to do all this
recuperative work. With my interests in the digital humanities, I was interested in recuperating
certain things. Like there were certain Chicana web artists I mentioned in my essay that I had
never heard of until now. I like that this artist came out of nowhere but she was always
there. Many of these artists, especially the women, have always been doing this. They've always
been pushing boundaries, especially in the technological space even though it’s assumed to be
white and dude-centric. They've been doing that work. I'm interested in going that route and I
was able to find a way in the graphic sphere to talk about it and showcase women as part of that
dialogue. I think that was something that had been missing from previous exhibitions on this
work. I'm just going to continue.
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